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Abstract 

Food sovereignty has recently gained increasing prominence as an alternative framework for 

agri-food policymaking. In Canada, food sovereignty actors are engaging with domestic agri-

food policy issues; yet their activities targeting national policymaking have not been subject to 

systematic study. My research seeks to fill this gap by explaining food sovereignty actors’ 

engagement in, and efforts to influence, federal policymaking processes. Using a case study 

research design that examines the period between 2009 and 2015, I demonstrate how Canadian 

food sovereignty actors have interacted with the federal policymaking process by initiating 

public debate over agri-food policy and forming strategic alliances with agri-food policymaking 

stakeholders. Furthermore, I show how food sovereignty actors promote ideas about autonomy 

and public engagement in federal policymaking, and explain the significance of these ideas 

compared to existing theories of agri-food policymaking in Canada. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Development of the Argument 

Canadians are becoming increasingly aware of multiple social, environmental, and health 

concerns about food (Wittman et al., 2010). These concerns include the negative health 

implications of high-fat, high-calorie diets (Engler-Stringer, 2011); environmental degradation 

and greenhouse gas emissions from industrial farming practices and food transport (Wiebe & 

Wipf, 2011); the declining profitability of small family farms (Qualman, 2011); and the lack of 

access and affordability of nutritious food, especially in poor urban and remote communities 

(Engler-Stringer, 2011; FSC, 2015j; FSC, 2015h). As one response to these growing concerns 

about food, individuals and communities across Canada have organized to promote food justice 

through community-level initiatives, such as farmers markets, community gardening, and anti-

hunger programmes (Mansfield & Mendes, 2013).1 Notably, a diverse network of actors and 

groups in Canada has organized around the idea of food sovereignty: a participatory and rights-

based policy framework focused on principles of health, equity, and sustainability (Martin & 

Andrée, 2014).2  

Currently, food sovereignty actors in Canada are advancing their ideas through both ‘bottom-up’ 

civil society based projects and ‘top-down’ policymaking processes3 at municipal, provincial, 

and federal levels. In this study, I use the term food sovereignty actors to mean individuals and 

organizations that publicly advocate for food sovereignty as a framework and goal for agri-food 

policymaking in Canada. At the local scale, the policy influence of food sovereignty actors is 

visible through municipal food charters and food policy councils in municipalities across 

                                                

1 For more information on the evolution of the food movement in Canada, see Martin and Andrée (2014). 
2 Food sovereignty is defined explicitly on page 6 of this thesis. 2 Food sovereignty is defined explicitly on page 6 of this thesis. 
3 Policymaking is defined on page 22 of this thesis. 
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Canada, including Vancouver, Saskatoon, Sudbury, Waterloo, and Toronto.4 At the provincial 

level, the influence of food sovereignty actors’ ideas is arguably most evident in public policies 

such as Quebec’s food sovereignty law, La Politique Souveraineté Alimentaire, which came into 

effect in 2013 (MAPAQ, 2013).5 At the national level, food sovereignty actors such as the 

National Farmers Union (NFU) and Food Secure Canada (FSC) are seeking to influence federal 

agri-food legislation (NFU, n.d.; FSC, 2015b) and promoting a national food policy for Canada 

(FSC, 2011b). These examples illustrate the growing role of food sovereignty actors as 

stakeholders and participants in agri-food policymaking at multiple scales in Canada. 

The critical importance of ideas in policymaking processes is well documented in the literature 

(Hall, 1993; Béland, 2005; Huitema et al., 2011; Cox & Béland, 2013; Baumgartner, 2013). Yet, 

despite the increased presence of food sovereignty actors in agri-food policy debates in Canada 

more broadly, there is a lack of scholarly literature that has systemically analysed these actors’ 

engagement at the federal level and the implications of their advocacy of the idea of food 

sovereignty for how we understand the contemporary policy dynamics of agri-food 

policymaking in Canada. As I discuss in greater detail in the literature review, there is a lack of 

dialogue between scholars of the food sovereignty movement in Canada and scholars of the role 

of ideas in agri-food policymaking in Canada. As a result, the food sovereignty literature has not 

studied the food sovereignty movement’s role as an actor in Canadian policymaking whereas, on 

the other hand, scholarship of agri-food policy has overlooked the emerging role of food 

                                                

4 A food charter is a non-binding community agreement, usually endorsed by a municipal government, which 
outlines the community’s values and priorities with respect to food. The role of a food policy council is to “engage 
and educate among a broad range of... institutions on... the development of sustainable food systems” (Schiff, 2008). 
5 It is noteworthy, however, that agri-food policy actors in Quebec disagree on the application of the food 
sovereignty concept in this law (Union Paysanne, 2009). I discuss debates over various definitions and 
interpretations of the food sovereignty concept on pages 5-6 of this thesis.  
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sovereignty actors in the federal policymaking arena and the ideas they seek to insert into agri-

food policy debates. 

Research Design and Methods 

The objective of my research is to address the gap in existing scholarship by providing a 

systemic study of the involvement of food sovereignty actors in Canadian federal agri-food 

policymaking. In particular, my research provides new data on food sovereignty actors’ 

strategies of policy engagement at the federal level and maps the ideas they are bringing to bare 

in Canadian agri-food policymaking. This research, therefore, seeks to answer the following 

questions:  

• What strategies do food sovereignty actors employ to engage in federal agri-food 

policymaking processes? 

• How do food sovereignty actors seek to influence Canadian federal agri-food 

policymaking ideas?  

The research undertaken was based on a multiple case study and exploratory research design, 

drawing on evidence from multiple sources, including documents and semi-structured 

interviews.  

Chapter Outline  

Following this introductory chapter, Chapter 2 of this thesis reviews the food sovereignty and 

Canadian agri-food policy literature. I show the lack of analyses concerning interactions of food 

sovereignty actors with federal agri-food policymakers and policymaking processes. Chapter 3 

explains the research methodology used to conduct the research. Chapters 4 and 5 present the 

empirical findings of the research, with each chapter dedicated to answering one of my research 

questions. In Chapter 4, I identify food sovereignty actors’ primary strategies of engagement 
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with policymaking processes in two case studies (debates over a national food policy and the 

Agricultural Growth Act). In Chapter 5, I analyse the specific ideas raised by food sovereignty 

actors in the two case studies, and explain the significance of food sovereignty ideas in federal 

agri-food policymaking. In Chapter 6, I state the conclusions and limitations of this research and 

propose opportunities for future study.  

Contribution of this Research  

The key contribution of my research is that it provides new empirical knowledge about how food 

sovereignty actors strategically engage in federal policymaking in Canada and how food 

sovereignty actors seek to influence agri-food policymaking ideas. The findings enrich the 

literature on agri-food policy and food sovereignty, providing both direct insight on how food 

sovereignty actors are engaging in public policy and to what extent food sovereignty actors are 

contesting the dominant paradigms that shape Canadian agri-food policymaking. Furthermore, 

the findings show how food sovereignty actors advocate selected ideas from the transnational 

food sovereignty movement when engaging in Canadian agri-food policymaking processes. My 

research provides the foundation for further research into the nature and potential influence of 

the food sovereignty movement on public policy in Canada.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review  

Introduction  

I first review the social movement literature with respect to food sovereignty in Canada. The 

literature on food sovereignty provides a theoretical and applied definition of food sovereignty, 

notwithstanding ongoing discussion of the trade-off between the clarity and inclusivity of the 

food sovereignty concept (Beuchelt & Virchow, 2012; Martin & Andrée, 2014; Hopma & 

Woods, 2014). The food sovereignty literature also identifies key national food sovereignty 

actors in the Canadian context, but does not systematically evaluate the engagement of food 

sovereignty actors in federal agri-food policymaking processes.  

I then review the public policy literature on policy paradigms concerning Canadian agri-food 

policy. The public policy literature is critical for understanding the role of ideas in shaping 

Canadian agri-food policy. In particular, the concept of policy paradigms has been employed to 

understand and differentiate three competing ideational approaches to federal agri-food 

policymaking in Canada: market liberalism, state assistance, and multi-functionality. Yet, this 

debate over competing ideas in policymaking has not included food sovereignty, despite growing 

evidence of food sovereignty actors’ engagement in policymaking processes.  

Food Sovereignty  

The food sovereignty concept was introduced in the 1990s by the South American peasant 

movement La Via Campesina (translated as ‘the peasant’s way’) in reaction to neoliberal 

development policies, such as structural adjustment in the 1980s and agricultural trade 

liberalization under the World Trade Organization’s 1995 Agreement on Agriculture (Wittman et 

al., 2010; Beuchelt & Virchow, 2012; McKay et al., 2014). Through La Via Campesina, 

smallholder farmers have organized in solidarity efforts to resist neoliberal policies and the 

negative consequences of these on their livelihoods (Desmarais, 2008; McKeon, 2009; Martinez-
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Torres & Rosset, 2010; Edelman et al., 2014). Food sovereignty has since spurred a diverse, 

transnational social movement that represents approximately 200 million farmers in 73 countries 

and continues to resist neoliberal agricultural development (La Via Campesina, n.d.).  

La Via Campesina defines food sovereignty as “the right of peoples to healthy and culturally 

appropriate food produced through ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to 

define their own food and agriculture systems” (Nyéléni, 2007). The framing of this definition is 

important, since specific choices in language and ideas have been shown to have considerable 

influence over the direction and outcomes of social movements (Fairbairn, 2010). By advocating 

for changes in both individual behaviors of farmers and the state via public policy reform, La Via 

Campesina promotes food sovereignty as a way of organizing food systems that decentralizes 

power through democratic processes and by prioritizing ecologically sustainable agricultural 

practices as alternative to the dominant paradigm of industrial agriculture (Iles & Montenegro de 

Wit, 2014). In addition to developing and practicing democratic processes in their own 

organization, La Via Campesina promotes democratic decision-making in agri-food policy at 

multiple scales in order for small-holder farmers to maintain decentralized control and access to 

agricultural resources (Wittman et al., 2010). Furthermore, the food sovereignty concept 

“recognizes the transformative possibilities of community empowerment in democratic processes 

of economic and social decision making” (Andrée et al., 2014, p. 12). In other words, from a 

food sovereignty perspective, democratic decision-making carries significance for both resource 

allocations in the agri-food sector as well as broader notions of social wellbeing associated with 

participation in policymaking. In addition, the transnational food sovereignty movement 

promotes economic, gender, and social equality in all aspects of food, ranging from production 

to consumption (Wittman et al., 2010).  
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Since the 1990s, the food sovereignty concept has been mainstreamed and increasingly 

institutionalized in local, national, and international policymaking arenas. Local food sovereignty 

policies are widespread, and examples from Canada are discussed in detail in the next section. 

Multiple states, including Bolivia, Ecuador, Mali, Nepal, Nicaragua, Senegal, and Venezuela, 

have incorporated food sovereignty in their national constitutions or other legislation 

(Beauregard, 2009; Beuchelt & Virchow, 2012; Schiavoni, 2015). At the global level, The 

United Nations Committee on World Food Security has, since 2009, created formal spaces for 

civil society groups, such as the transnational food sovereignty movement, to participate in 

shaping global debates about agriculture and food policy (McKeon, 2009; Schiavoni, 2014; 

Metzger, 2015).  

The broad definition of food sovereignty has fueled significant controversy in the literature and 

among practitioners (McKay et al., 2014). Some consider the breadth of food sovereignty an 

asset, as this provides a framework for diverse communities of food producers and consumers to 

address many distinct, yet interconnected social, political, environmental, and economic justice 

issues at local and global scales (Wittman et al., 2010; Fairbairn, 2010; Viser, 2015; Martin & 

Andrée, 2014). Others, such Hopma and Woods (2014), Beuchelt and Virchow (2012), and 

McKay et al. (2014), highlight challenges to the integrity of the food sovereignty concept by 

such flexibility, suggesting the need for further conceptualization to reconcile ‘internal tensions 

and ambiguity’ within food sovereignty. The use of ‘sovereignty’ language is highlighted as 

problematic, as it may ‘imply the empowerment of individuals, communities, and nations’ 

(Hopma & Woods, 2014; Beuchelt & Virchow, 2012). Yet, Schiavoni (2015), Iles, and 

Montenegro de Wit (2014) see inherent value in reframing the sovereignty concept to reflect 

multiple, negotiable positions of power. Indeed, the debate over ‘multiple sovereignties’ 

underscores the difficult relationship between food sovereignty actors and national governments 

(Schiavoni, 2014; McKay et al., 2014). Studies of national policies in Latin America suggest that 
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food sovereignty carries a “contradictory notion of sovereignty, requiring simultaneously a 

strong developmentalist state and the redistribution of power to facilitate direct control over food 

systems in ways that may threaten the state” (McKay et al., 2014, p. 1175). In other words, food 

sovereignty actors seek to leverage government authority as a means of protecting individual 

autonomy over personal food choices and localized decision-making for agri-food activities.  

The potential for conflicting interests between food producers, consumers, and the state presents 

a major challenge for food sovereignty actors in achieving their goals through national 

policymaking. Food sovereignty goals may actually involve substantial institutional reforms in 

order for governments to accommodate more localized decision-making structures. McKay et al. 

suggest,  

if food sovereignty is to be about the ability of ‘local’ peoples to have a say in 
defining, managing and controlling their own food and agricultural systems, 
then state efforts to support food sovereignty must involve some degree of 
structural reform to distribute power in ways that facilitate such local 
autonomy… But this shifting distribution of power is necessarily shot through 
with conflicts and tensions, as actors across the state-society terrain interpret 
food sovereignty goals differently and place them against other priorities 
(2014, p. 1177). 

This type of institutional change has been effective in the case of Venezuela, where the inclusion 

of food sovereignty in Venezuela’s national constitution resulted in the restructuring and 

decentralization of certain governance systems (McKay et al., 2014). Meanwhile, national food 

sovereignty experiments in Bolivia and Ecuador have resulted in rhetorical change only (McKay 

et al., 2014). The literature suggests that governments’ adoption of food sovereignty rhetoric 

without the accompanying institutional reform may actually threaten the ‘integrity and original 

essence’ of food sovereignty (Schiavoni, 2014; Schiavoni, 2015; Godek, 2013).  
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Despite concerns around clarity, the literature suggests that food sovereignty movements are 

united by the overarching principles identified by La Via Campesina and shaped by the contexts 

in which they evolve (Desmarais & Wittman, 2014). Food sovereignty scholars tend to accept 

the flexible definition of food sovereignty while calling for scholarly research to unpack the 

many applications of food sovereignty in practice and investigate the threads of connectivity 

between them (Desmarais & Wittman, 2014; Shawki, 2015). Specifically, further research is 

required to fully understand the emergence and application of food sovereignty in the context of 

national agri-food policymaking. 

Food sovereignty actors in the Canadian context 

Food sovereignty in Canada manifests itself in a unique way. In the Canadian context, the 

literature identifies three key groups that form the core national food sovereignty actors. These 

include farmers groups, consumer groups, and First Nations (Desmarais & Wittman, 2014).  

The key farmers group promoting food sovereignty at the national level is the National Farmers 

Union (NFU) of Canada. The NFU was among the founding members of La Via Campesina and 

certain NFU members have been recognized for helping build the capacity of La Via Campesina 

as a transnational food sovereignty movement (NFU, 2016). The NFU is Canada’s “largest 

voluntary direct-membership national farm organization” (Beingessner, 2011). Its primary goal 

is to support agri-food policies that “ensure dignity and security of income for farm families 

while enhancing the land for future generations” (Desmarais & Wittman, 2014, p. 6). The NFU 

is concerned that Canadian agri-food policy is increasingly reflecting a competitive and 

industrial agricultural model, in which farmers are encouraged to be ‘self-reliant and market-

responsive’ (Desmarais & Wittman, 2014). The NFU views market pressures and increasing 

concentration of the agri-businesses sector as directly threatening to traditional small-scale 

farming practices, and responds to these pressures by championing a food sovereignty 
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perspective, in particular advocating for the collective voice of small-scale farmers at the 

national level (Desmarais & Wittman, 2014; Beingessner, 2011).  

Research shows the NFU has lobbied the federal government to support agriculture policies it 

views as benefiting its members, the majority of who are small family farmers. The NFU has 

been a vocal supporter of the continuation of ‘farmer-controlled, collective marketing’ through 

the Canadian Wheat Board (CWB) and maintaining supply management practices in the dairy, 

eggs, and poultry sectors, in the face of increasing domestic and international free-market 

pressures and trade negotiations concerning agriculture (Desmarais & Wittman, 2014; NFU, 

2015c). The NFU also advocated for multiple legislative changes within the Agricultural Growth 

Act (Bill C-18) of 2015, particularly in opposition to increased intellectual property rights for 

multinational seed companies operating in Canada (National Farmers Union, n.d.). The NFU’s 

efforts to influence agri-food policymaking have been met with varied success. The CWB 

underwent significant restructuring in 2011, while the position of supply management in federal 

policymaking remains strong, despite continued pressure from both Canadian agri-food 

stakeholders and international trading partners to include Canadian supply-managed sectors in 

free-trade agreements.6 The literature on food sovereignty in Canada suggests that these policy 

debates encompass important social and environmental justice issues, reflecting farmers’ 

concerns over their position of power to influence the politics of agriculture.  

The literature identifies consumers as the second major group of national food sovereignty actors 

in Canada, and Food Secure Canada (FSC) is the leading consumer group promoting food 

sovereignty at the national scale. Established in 2006, FSC is a national network consisting of 

                                                

6 In particular, the NFU took a strong position to advocate for the continuation of supply management during 
international trade negotiations related to the Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agreement (CETA) between 
Canada and the European Union’s member states. For more detail on this particular issue see (NFU, 2014e). 
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“local and regional non-profit, charitable, and consumer-based organizations” (Desmarais & 

Wittman, 2014). FSC members are both ideologically and functionally diverse; however, FSC 

suggests that its members are united by mutual respect for one another’s efforts to address a wide 

range of interconnected issues related to food and agriculture (Kneen, 2011). FSC states its 

mission is “to create a coherent food movement in Canada that could strengthen local projects 

and support a national food policy for a just and sustainable food system” (Kneen, 2011, p. 80). 

This mandate enables FSC to unite members engaged with policymaking processes at multiple 

scales. It has been argued that FSC’s leadership in municipal policymaking has resulted in public 

support for a wide variety of community-food programs. For example, Mansfield and Mendes 

report that 

a growing number of cities across the global north are devising policy 
responses to food security and food system issues that align with municipal 
roles and responsibilities. Local government responses include food charters, 
urban farms, community gardens, farmers’ markets, backyard hens, hobby 
beekeeping, community fruit tree orchards, community kitchens, anti-hunger 
programmes, food waste diversion programmes and food policy councils 
(2013, p. 38). 

Food sovereignty actors’ advocacy and influence with respect to local policymaking and 

developing community food programs in partnership with municipal governments in Canada is 

well documented in the food sovereignty literature (Schiff, 2008; Koç et al., 2008; Mansfield & 

Mendes, 2013; Martin & Andrée, 2014).  

FSC has also become active at the national level. In 2009, FSC undertook a countrywide 

campaign proposing a national food sovereignty policy. This campaign policy drew on the input 

of 3500 Canadian citizens and groups and made several recommendations to national political 

parties and federal policymakers on how Canadian agri-food policy could better support local, 

ecologically sustainable, and affordable food (Andrée et al., 2011; Desmarais & Wittman, 2014). 
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By promoting a national food policy among federal policymakers, FSC intends to complement 

municipal and community-based food policies and programs by also supporting localized 

solutions to food-related problems from the top-down. FSC has emerged as a leading 

organization and unifying network for the food sovereignty movement in Canada. FSC has been 

shown to enable a broad spectrum of localized organizations to develop a vision of, and promote, 

food sovereignty as an alternative approach for Canadian agri-food policymaking (Andrée et al., 

2011; Desmarais & Wittman, 2014).  

Thirdly, the literature identifies First Nations communities as a key food sovereignty actor in 

Canada. Indigenous communities in Canada experience severe problems concerning food access, 

nutrition, and public health (Willows et al., 2008). Food is also a more complex concept for 

Indigenous people than for non-Indigenous farmers and consumers because of the deeply rooted 

significance of traditional food practices for Indigenous culture, identity, and spirituality (Power, 

2008). The concept of sovereignty for Indigenous groups in Canada also has a unique meaning, 

concerning whether the Western idea of sovereignty “reflects indigenous self-determination and 

the relationship between autonomy and respectful interdependency between communities” 

(Desmarais & Wittman, 2014). Whereas food sovereignty in general recognizes “social, cultural 

and economic relationships,” in Indigenous food sovereignty, these relationships are also 

considered in the context of “inter-community food sharing and trading as a mechanism for 

indigenous health and well-being” (Desmarais & Wittman, 2014, p. 13). The literature is less 

clear on what specific groups are the key proponents of, or spokespeople for, Indigenous food 

sovereignty in Canada. For example, the literature references an active Indigenous Circle 

working with and through FSC to represent the voice of Indigenous peoples in FSC’s activities 

and policy engagement; however, there is limited academic research on the specific Indigenous 

persons or communities involved, and what their policy goals and outcomes have been.  
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The discussion has thus far presented food sovereignty as a concept and transnational social 

movement, and provided context for how this manifests itself in Canada. In particular, the 

academic research on food sovereignty in Canada has been largely approached through a social 

movement lens, seeking to understand how the movement and its members are organized. 

However, missing from the literature is a systematic analysis of food sovereignty actors’ 

interactions with federal policymakers in light of longstanding research on competing policy 

ideas in Canadian agri-food policy. This link is significant so as to better understand how food 

sovereignty actors might be influencing Canadian federal agri-food policymaking processes and 

ideas through their targeted engagement efforts.  

Policy Paradigms and Agri-Food Policy 

In this section, I review the public policy literature on Canadian agri-food policy. Given the 

importance of the policy paradigm concept in this body of scholarship, I first discuss policy 

paradigms before examining its scholarly application to Canadian agri-good policy.  

Public policy scholars use policy paradigms to examine how ideas influence policymaking 

processes (Hall, 1993; Skogstad, 1998; Abaidoo & Dickinson, 2002; Béland, 2005; Princen & 

Hart, 2014; Daigneault, 2014). Peter Hall first introduced the policy paradigm concept in his 

1993 article on social learning in British economic policymaking. As Hall puzzles through the 

role of ideas in policymaking and policy change, he observes that policymaking takes place in a 

‘realm of discourse’ or an ‘interpretive framework,’ which he calls a policy paradigm. According 

to Hall, policy paradigms capture various overlapping and competing “frameworks of ideas and 

standards that specify not only the goals of policy and the kinds of instruments that can be used 

to attain them, but also the very nature of the problems they are meant to be addressing” (1993, 

p. 279, emphasis added). Furthermore Hall claims, “this framework is embedded in the very 

terminology through which policymakers communicate about their work, and it is influential 
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precisely because so much of it is taken for granted and unamenable to scrutiny as a whole” 

(1993, p. 279). Therefore, a policy paradigm makes explicit the nature of the context in question, 

how it ought to be observed, which goals might be attainable, the instruments that might be 

necessary, and finally the ‘prism’ or lens through which policymakers view the world and their 

role therein (Hall, 1993). In other words, each policy paradigm “contains its own account of how 

the world facing policymakers operates, and each account is different” (Hall, 1993, p. 280). As a 

result, policy paradigms have enabled scholars and policy professionals alike to broadly 

categorize differing worldviews and ideational approaches that may impact the direction of 

policymaking on a particular issue.  

Since Hall’s initial intervention, scholars have debated how the policy paradigm framework 

should be applied and refined. For example, Daigneault argues that Hall’s policy paradigm 

concept is ‘underspecified and insufficiently operationalized’ leading, in some cases, to the 

misuse of the policy paradigm concept in the literature (2014). Daigneault, therefore, builds on 

Hall’s framework to more clearly distinguish between the ‘ideas of policymakers’ (i.e. policy 

paradigms) and ‘the policies they adopt’ (2014). He then suggests several guidelines to further 

clarify and direct the application of the policy paradigm concept (Daigneault, 2014). These 

include an emphasis on: the normative and cognitive ideas held by policymakers; four key 

attributes signifying key policy ideas, issues, interests, and institutions; and the importance of 

using ‘direct evidence of policy actors’ ideas and beliefs’ in studying policy paradigms 

(Daigneault, 2014). While the debate continues concerning how to avoid conflating the concrete 

(policy) with the ideational (paradigm) elements of policymaking, there is consensus in the 

literature that Daigneault’s “separation between paradigms and policies… is particularly 

important if we are to study systematically the role of ideas in policymaking” (Princen & Hart, 

2014, p. 470). In the midst of ongoing debates over the application of policy paradigms, the 

policy paradigm concept has been generally accepted as a helpful tool for public policy scholars.  
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The policy paradigm approach is widely applied to the study of agri-food policymaking. Cases 

include the promotion of various agri-food development strategies in the global south (Byerlee et 

al., 2009; de Janvry, 2010), explaining agricultural policy change in the United States, Canada, 

and Australia (Coleman et al., 1997; Coleman, 2001; Skogstad, 2008a), and regional or 

international agricultural policy evolution in the European Union (EU) and at the World Trade 

Organization (WTO) (Potter & Lobley, 2004; Petrick, 2008; Dibden et al., 2009; Feindt, 2010). 

For example, policy paradigms have been used to analyse how the EU’s Common Agricultural 

Policy (CAP) has evolved over time to reflect a multi-functional framework (Renting et al., 

2009; Dibden et al., 2009; Feindt, 2010), while Australian agri-food policy has shifted towards a 

free market framework in recent decades (Dibden et al., 2009; Coleman et al., 1997). Policy 

paradigms are also used to document and explain struggles between competing policy ideas. For 

example, policy paradigms are used to study how contests between competing paradigms at the 

WTO have contributed to the stalemated Doha Round trade negotiations on agriculture 

(Skogstad, 2007; Dibden et al., 2009).  

In the Canadian context, the analysis of agri-food policy focuses on the ongoing contest between 

three key policy paradigms (Skogstad, 2012). These three policy paradigms are: state assistance, 

market liberalism, and multi-functionality (Skogstad, 2008a). Firstly, the policy paradigm of 

state assistance reflects a policy approach centered on significant state involvement in 

agriculture, supported by underlying assumptions about the exceptional nature of agriculture as a 

vulnerable economic sector and food production as an issue of national security (Potter & 

Lobely, 2004; Potter & Tilzey, 2005; Skogstad, 2008a). Skogstad observes that since the mid-

1900s the state assistance paradigm has largely characterized Canadian food and agriculture 

policy. This is exemplified by 1) the historic dominance of agriculture as a staple for Canadian 

economic development, 2) the precedent of providing significant government support during the 

Great Depression due to agriculture’s structural disadvantage in the market economy, and 3) 
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state investment to maximize the productivity and profitability of the agriculture sector in the 

post-war period (Skogstad, 2007). An enduring pillar of the state assistance paradigm is 

Canada’s supply management system in the dairy, eggs, and poultry sectors. It is noteworthy that 

Canadian policies of state assistance have been contested over the years, driven by strong 

regional differences both in farming practice and ideology. For example, many Canadian 

producers, such as large-scale grain farmers in western Canada, rely heavily on access to export 

markets and thus disagree with the principles of state assistance (Skogstad, 2008a). Nevertheless, 

state assistance remained the dominant paradigm for Canadian agri-food policy until late in the 

20th century (Skogstad, 2008a). 

The second policy paradigm that influences Canadian agri-food policy is the market liberal (or 

neoliberal) paradigm. This paradigm is characterized by a preference for less state intervention in 

favour of a free-market policy approach (Potter & Tilzey, 2005; Skogstad, 2008a; Fairbairn, 

2010). Beginning in the 1980s, changes in the global economic environment prompted a shift in 

Canada from an emphasis on state-assistance to liberalization and deregulation in Canadian agri-

food policy. A competitiveness approach in Canadian policy has placed increasing emphasis on 

expanding global markets for Canadian exports, technological advancement, and added value in 

agricultural products (Skogstad, 2007). Canada’s participation in the World Trade Organization 

and the regional North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) with the United States and 

Mexico are major drivers of this shift towards neoliberalism in agri-food policy (Skogstad, 

2008a). Furthermore, Skogstad identifies other related trends, such as greater industrialization, 

concentration in farm sizes, and increased mechanization (Skogstad, 2008b). On the surface, 

these observations appear to align with many of the criticisms made by food sovereignty actors 

about Canadian agri-food policy discussed above. However, Skogstad claims that market-liberal 

pressures in Canadian agriculture have resulted in programmatic change rather than 

paradigmatic change in policymaking (2008a), meaning that even though some policies have 
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emerged that promote competitiveness and a focus on international trade, these goals have not 

significantly diminished the activist role of the Canadian state in directly managing certain parts 

of the Canadian agri-food sector (Skogstad, 2008b; Skogstad 2012).  

The third policy paradigm is the multi-functionality paradigm, which is characterized by explicit 

public support of environmental and social functions carried out by rural communities (Cocklin 

et al., 2006; Wilson, 2007; Wilson, 2010; Skogstad, 2012). Multi-functionality remains a topic of 

debate in the fields of public policy, human geography, and rural sociology as scholars explore 

how it relates to market liberal and state assistance policy approaches (Potter & Tilzey, 2005; 

Cocklin et al., 2006; Skogstad, 2012), and consider how different levels of multi-functionality 

can emerge across a ‘spectrum of decision making’ (Wilson, 2010; Skogstad, 2012). For 

example, proponents of market liberal trade policies criticize multi-functionality as a “disguised 

form of trade protection” (Dibden et al., 2009, p. 300) while advocates of multi-functional 

agriculture value the paradigm for protecting the role of “agriculture [in] its ability to supply 

public environmental goods and sustain social capital in rural areas” (Dibden et al., 2009, p. 

300). Despite debate about the goals of multi-functionality, scholars tend to accept and apply the 

multi-functionality paradigm to a wide range of policymaking contexts where governments 

choose to compensate farmers and landowners for social and environmental services (Cocklin et 

al., 2006; Wilson, 2010; Skogstad, 2012). 

Skogstad argues that the current situation in Canada is one of overlapping and competing policy 

ideas rather than one paradigm being dominant. This is exemplified in Skogstad’s analyses of 

recent, federal agri-food policies, which simultaneously exhibit characteristics of the market 

liberal, state assistance, and multi-functionality paradigms. Skogstad observes that, 

Canadian Governments have resisted articulation of a single model for 
Canada. Instead, they have added goals and programs associated with the 
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multifunctionality paradigm onto the state assistance paradigm, even while 
continuing to see their role as largely assisting farmers to become more 
competitive within a global liberalizing political economy (Skogstad, 2012, p. 
33). 

One case that illustrates how the three paradigms overlap is the 2002 Agricultural Policy 

Framework (APF)7 that highlighted priorities associated with multi-functionality, such as “food 

safety and quality, environmental sustainability, and the promotion of regional interests and rural 

communities” (Skogstad, 2012, p. 27). When one examines the government’s policy in practice, 

however, these broader goals have not proven to be a high priority when compared with the 

emphasis placed on international trade and business risk management programs, associated with 

the market liberal paradigm. At the same time, through the APF, the government maintained a 

substantial role in promoting both multi-functional goals and competitive market growth 

(Skogstad, 2012).  

The overlapping and competing policy frameworks in agri-food policymaking in Canada are best 

understood in light of the actors or groups that hold corresponding ideas. According to Skogstad, 

the pluralism in Canadian agri-food policy reflects “the ideological and organizational pluralism 

of the Canadian farm lobby” (2008b, p. 44). In other words, the collective voice of Canadian 

farmers is fragmented by representation in numerous, competing farmers unions (Skogstad, 

2008b). For example, the Canadian Federation of Agriculture (CFA) is considered to be the 

‘most credible voice’ for farmers in Canada due to its broad membership and close relationship 

with the Ministry of Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada. The CFA frequently champions a free-

market approach to Canadian agri-food policy; yet, it has failed to achieve a strong policy 

influence in Canada (Skogstad, 2008b). Neither have the NFU nor the many commodity-based 

                                                

7 The APF was replaced by subsequent agricultural policy frameworks, Growing Forward and Growing Forward 2 
(AAFC, 2014). 
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farm organizations established strong influence in federal policymaking (Skogstad, 2008b). 

Furthermore, political parties have often interacted with a variety of agri-food actors in order to 

advance strategic national interests and gain political influence (Skogstad, 2008b). Historically, 

the Canadian government established the Canadian Dairy Commission and the Canadian Wheat 

Board to promote protectionist agriculture policies (Skogstad, 2008b). Today, these 

organizations continue to advocate for the value and continuation of supply management and 

single-desk marketing,8 respectively, in the face of increasing free-market pressures. Each 

organization contributes to the complexity of Canadian agri-food policymaking in advocating its 

unique position and interests. 

Other scholarship confirms Skogstad’s thesis that multiple policy paradigms characterize the 

complexity of Canadian agri-food policymaking (Cohn, 2009; Hedley, 2009; Josling, 2010). 

While Hedley suggests the role of provincial actors in federal policymaking remains 

underdeveloped in Skogstad’s analysis (2009), Josling agrees with Skogstad’s assessment of 

regional tensions and their influence on national decision-making (2010).9 Other studies of 

agriculture policy also align with Skogstad in highlighting the multiple overlapping priority areas 

in Canadian food and agriculture policies (MacRae, 2011).10 

I suggest that the current literature on competing policy paradigms in Canadian agri-food policy 

is missing a key aspect – the increasing voice and engagement of food sovereignty actors (which 

Skogstad also recognized as a gap in her 2012 article). Even though the food sovereignty 

                                                

8 Since the Canadian Wheat Board was restructured in 2011, several past directors of the CWB continue their 
advocacy through the Canadian Wheat Board Alliance.   
9 Regional tensions among agri-food actors are many and varied. Examples include divided provincial farm groups 
across the country forming alliances with provincial governments to advance interests such as supply management 
in Ontario or access to grain transport in Saskatchewan and Alberta (Skogstad, 2008b).  
10 Specifically MacRae, like Skogstad, highlights the multiple goals of Canada’s agricultural policy framework 
(APF) to combine business risk management and innovation objectives with broad environmental, health, and rural 
development interests (MacRae, 2011). 
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literature indicates that food sovereignty actors are increasingly engaging with Canadian 

policymaking processes (Koç et al., 2008; Desmarais & Wittman, 2014), the literature on agri-

food policy has yet to seriously consider food sovereignty in discussions of competing ideas for 

Canadian agri-food policymaking.  

Chapter Summary 

This review has covered the literature on food sovereignty and agri-food policy in Canada, 

highlighting a common concern with the ongoing contest of ideas in Canadian policymaking. 

The social movement literature outlines how food sovereignty actors seek to shift the terms of 

the debate on federal agri-food policy in Canada. The public policy literature contains analyses 

of competing ideas in agri-food policy. Missing from both is a systematic analysis of food 

sovereignty actors’ interactions with federal policymaking processes, including their particular 

policy goals and strategies they use to influence Canadian agri-food policymaking. The 

following chapter outlines the research method used to address this gap.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Introduction  

In light of contested ideas in federal agri-food policymaking and the increasing engagement of 

food sovereignty actors in Canadian agri-food policymaking, the objective of my research is to 

identify and explain Canadian food sovereignty actors’ national policy engagement strategies 

and potential influence with respect to key policymaking ideas. Specifically, my research builds 

on the existing food sovereignty and public policy literature by exploring how food sovereignty 

actors advance food sovereignty ideas in Canadian federal agri-food policymaking processes in 

light of the three established policy paradigms of state assistance, market liberalism, and multi-

functionality. While the existing literature identifies key food sovereignty actors in Canada and 

explains their general goals from a social movement perspective, this existing work has not 

examined in detail Canadian food sovereignty actors’ engagement with agri-food policymaking. 

Therefore, this research will answer the following questions:  

• What strategies do food sovereignty actors employ to engage in federal agri-food 

policymaking processes?  

• How do food sovereignty actors seek to influence Canadian federal agri-food 

policymaking ideas?  

Defining Key Terms and Research Objectives 

In this study I have selected to analyse the policy engagement activities of the National Farmers 

Union (NFU) and Food Secure Canada (FSC), both of which are established in the literature as 

key national organizations that publicly support food sovereignty. These organizations and their 

members will be the primary units of analysis in this investigation, and I will refer to them as 
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“food sovereignty actors.”11 Furthermore, I use the term engage to mean the act of participating, 

becoming involved in, or establishing meaningful contact or connection (Oxford, 2010) applied 

to food sovereignty actors’ interaction with federal policymakers and in the context of Canadian 

policymaking processes. Examples of engagement may include letters to political 

representatives, presentations in parliamentary committees, and public campaigns to advance key 

ideas among Canadian voters. Finally, I use the term policymaking to mean the wide set of 

processes that result in formulating policy (Oxford, 2010). This definition is broader than 

approaches that only emphasize the technical aspects of policy formulation and implementation, 

to include processes such as general elections, debates, readings of bills in parliament, meetings 

of parliamentary committees, and voting in parliament, all of which influence how policy is 

made. Furthermore, policymaking processes always involve a complex social situation including 

a diverse set of actors operating in complex social, political, economic, and structural 

environments. Given these complex dynamics, Daigneault (2014) articulates four key attributes 

that scholars of policymaking should pay attention to: ideas influence how actors approach 

issues, rooted in their own interests (or the interests of those they represent) through the 

mechanisms of established institutions. Therefore, in this research I use the term policymaking 

processes to include competing, and overlapping ideas, issues, interests, and institutions that may 

influence policy formation. 

The objectives of this research are to investigate the intent, strategy, and circumstances causing 

food sovereignty actors to focus on specific issues and target particular policymaking processes 

in their advocacy work. By generating a more precise account of what food sovereignty actors do 

to promote their ideas and interests, my goal is to contribute to a more detailed and dynamic 

                                                

11 The literature also identifies First Nations as a key category of national food sovereignty actors. However, I did 
not specifically study this group since engagement with First Nations communities would have required 
information, permission, and resources that were either not available or beyond the scope of this research project.  
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understanding of how the food sovereignty concept is practiced in Canadian agri-food 

policymaking. In addition, I expect that mapping out food sovereignty actors’ specific activities 

in federal agri-food policymaking will generate insights into how these actors interact with 

federal policymakers and agri-food policy stakeholders in Canada. In particular, my findings 

seek to illuminate the similarities and differences between food sovereignty actors’ ideas and 

those of established agri-food policy stakeholders. Documenting these specific engagement 

activities and the ideas they promote will be a preliminary step towards a future understanding of 

food sovereignty actors’ degree of influence in the process of agri-food policymaking in Canada.  

In sum, my study seeks to bridge existing research on the food sovereignty movement in Canada 

with the scholarship on Canadian agri-food policymaking.  

Research Design: Logic and Criteria  

This research uses an exploratory, case study research design. Case studies are a valid and 

reliable methodology for generating in-depth, ‘concrete, practical, [and] context-dependent 

knowledge’ (Flyberrg, 2006). Case studies are ideal for investigating contemporary events and 

can effectively address exploratory research questions with respect to an established framework 

of study (Yin, 2003). Accordingly, I use policy paradigms as framework of study, enabling the 

broad research questions – concerning the engagement of food sovereignty actors in 

policymaking – to be understood in terms of how these actors express or utilize particular issues, 

ideas, interests, and institutions. Furthermore, this research draws on multiple case studies, using 

replication logic to establish a degree of confidence in the findings when similar results are 

found across multiple cases (Yin, 2003).  

Finally, case study research requires carefully selected cases. In this research, I selected 

exemplary cases, which “reflect strong, positive examples of the phenomenon of interest… [and 

allow me] to determine whether similar causal events – within each case – produce these positive 
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outcomes” (Yin, 2003, p. 12). Yin suggests selecting cases based on a screening procedure 

(2003). In turn, I screened for case studies by searching the official websites of the NFU and 

FSC for evidence of engagement in policymaking processes, such as letters written or 

presentations made to federal policymakers, or public campaigns concerning federal agri-food 

issues. These activities were found to focus on a few key areas of concern: policy changes 

around the Canadian Wheat Board; support for small-scale and new farmers; domestic food 

security for children and marginalized communities; advocacy with respect to the review and 

redesign of the Nutrition North program; the promotion of a national food policy; and concerns 

regarding the Agricultural Growth Act (Bill C-18), such as changes to seed saving and 

intellectual property rights legislation. Cases were considered exemplary if they reflected: the 

concerns of a broad spectrum of food sovereignty actors; the interests of Canadians in all 

geographic regions; and different aspects of the federal policymaking apparatus. Appropriate 

cases also required sufficient, publicly available data. Based on the above process and criteria, 

two cases that were found to be the most feasible and applicable included: 1) the campaign for a 

National Food Policy and 2) the Agricultural Growth Act. The following section outlines these 

cases in more detail.  

Selected Cases 

My research investigates how food sovereignty actors engage with policymaking in an 

industrialized country with longstanding democratic institutions, a mature capitalist economy, 

and a highly productive agricultural base; this focus contrasts previous studies of food 

sovereignty in national policymaking in the global south (Schiavoni, 2015; Beauregard, 2009; 

McKay et al., 2014).  

My research investigates two specific cases of food sovereignty actors’ engagement with federal 

policymaking. The first case involves public debates over the development of a national food 
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policy for Canada. Federal political parties, think tanks, industrial farm groups, and food 

sovereignty actors alike have published national food policy proposals in recent years (CAPI, 

2009; FSC, 2011a; MacRae, 2011; NDP, 2011; Conference Board of Canada, 2014; Canadian 

Federation of Agriculture, 2011). I focus on two major instances of food sovereignty actors’ 

national policy engagement in advocating for a national food policy: 1) public promotion of 

FSC’s People’s Food Policy Project (PFPP) and its report Resetting the Table: A People’s Food 

Policy for Canada, and 2) FSC’s Eat Think Vote campaign during the general election of 2015. 

These projects represent key points of involvement for food sovereignty actors in policymaking, 

but have not been thoroughly studied in relation to ideas in Canadian agri-food policy. 

According to Hall, such an ‘evolving societal debate’ – involving a broad range of actors such as 

civil servants, officials, contending political parties, experts, members of the media, and civil 

society – is central for understanding how competing ideas and policy paradigms interact with 

policymaking processes (1993). Accordingly, to understand how ideas influence policy choices, 

scholars must investigate a broad discourse that includes not only policymakers and policy 

debates, but also a wide range of experts and stakeholders. The public debate over a national 

food policy in Canada is, therefore, a suitable case since it a) highlights an important component 

of the policymaking process and b) features key efforts of food sovereignty actors to advance 

their policy ideas and interests alongside political parties and a variety of other national agri-food 

policy actors. 

For my second case, I examine debates within the Canadian Parliament in order to highlight how 

food sovereignty actors engage with formal legislative processes, including the House of 

Commons, Senate, and their respective standing committees. Specifically, I investigate debate 

surrounding the passing of the Agricultural Growth Act (Bill C-18) in the second session of the 

41st parliament, which received royal assent and became law on February 25, 2015 (Parliament 

of Canada, 2015a). Bill C-18 was an omnibus bill containing amendments to: the Plant Breeders’ 
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Rights Act; the Feeds Act; the Fertilizers Act; the Health of Animals Act; the Plant Protections 

Act; the Agri-food Administrative and Monetary Policies Act; and the Agricultural Marketing 

Programs Act (Parliament of Canada, 2015a). This case study permits the study of the NFU and 

FSC’s engagement with parliamentary and public debates concerning Bill C-18. The NFU 

launched a public campaign, titled Save Our Seed, to oppose the Agricultural Growth Act. The 

NFU and FSC were also invited to provide expert witness testimony to the House of Commons 

Standing Committee on Agriculture and Agri-Food, and the Senate Standing Committee on 

Agriculture and Forestry, respectively. This case not only provides an example of public 

dialogue on key policy issues, but also lends significant insight into food sovereignty actors’ 

direct engagement with formal legislative processes.  

The research for both cases is limited to the years 2009 to 2015. This period captures the relevant 

events concerning the national food policy proposals discussed above and the passing of the 

Agricultural Growth Act. The primary units of analysis in this investigation are employees and 

volunteers with the key national organizations promoting food sovereignty in Canada, namely 

those of the NFU and FSC.  

Data Collection and Analysis  

A case study research design can produce robust findings for complex cases when data is 

crosschecked across multiple sources of evidence (Yin, 2003). Therefore, I collected and 

analysed detailed evidence from a wide range of policymaking documents and semi-structured 

interviews, highlighting the specific policy activities and ideas of food sovereignty actors in 

Canada through targeted, exemplary case studies. 

This approach aligns with methods employed by food sovereignty and policy paradigm scholars 

alike. Firstly, the case study design is widely applied in both fields of study (Feindt, 2010; 

Skogstad & Whyte, 2015; Mendes, 2007; Schiavoni, 2015; Shawki, 2015). Some policy 
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paradigm research, and most research on food sovereignty, draws on interview data exclusively 

(Feindt, 2010; Shawki, 2015; Schiavoni, 2015); other policy research relies on a wide range of 

publicly available documents (Skogstad & Whyte, 2015). This research draws on best practices 

from both fields, combining document analysis with semi-structured interviews to generate a 

detailed and nuanced account (Dibden et al., 2009; Daigneault, 2014; Mendes, 2007; Schiff, 

2008; Mansfield & Mendes, 2013).  

The research was carried out as follows. First, I carried out a document analysis of recorded 

discussion and debate related to 1) the development of a national food policy in Canada, and 2) 

the passing of the Agricultural Growth Act (Bill C-18). In both cases, I investigated documents 

containing evidence of food sovereignty actors’ direct engagement in policymaking processes as 

well as relevant contextual information. I collected documents from: food sovereignty actors (i.e. 

the NFU and FSC), political and government actors (i.e. major political parties and the 

Parliament of Canada), and other agri-food policy stakeholders (i.e. Conference Board of 

Canada, Canadian Agri-Food Policy Institute, and the Canadian Federation of Agriculture). In 

the case of national food policy debates, relevant documents included policy proposals by the 

above actors, as well as reports, letters, press releases, media publications, political platforms, 

advertisements for public events, and campaign materials used to promote various food policy 

ideas. In the case of the Agricultural Growth Act, relevant documents included the legislation 

itself (Bill C-18), as well as speeches, debates, orders-in-council, legislative publications, 

government publications, press releases, letters to parliament, and minutes from parliamentary 

committee meetings.  

I obtained these documents by searching the official websites of key food sovereignty actors, 

political parties, and other key policy stakeholders for documents pertaining to a national food 

policy and the Agricultural Growth Act. I also searched the Parliament of Canada’s LEGISinfo 
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database, which provides links to legislation, speeches, vote records, government press releases, 

and official backgrounders. Since I am studying recent policymaking processes, sufficient 

evidence was freely accessible through these online sources.  

The above procedure generated a very large volume of data: 787 documents in total were 

retrieved. I narrowed the selection by focusing my analysis on key moments of food sovereignty 

actors’ engagement in agri-food policymaking as well as documents published by the two key 

national food sovereignty actors (FSC and the NFU) and the Parliament of Canada. This process 

narrowed it down to 121 key documents. To analyse these 121 key documents, I carefully read 

each document and identified the ideas, issues, interests, and institutions pertaining to significant 

instances of food sovereignty actors’ federal policy engagement.  

A document analysis, however, is limited to capturing the ‘ideas revealed,’ or expressed in the 

public sphere (Daigneault, 2014). As a result, researchers who focus exclusively on documents 

can miss the actual, unexpressed attitudes and beliefs of policy actors (Daigneault, 2014). To 

avoid this error, I have supplemented the document analysis with semi-structured interviews. 

Interviews with policy actors capture additional “experiences, opinions, values, aspirations, 

attitudes, and feelings… [revealing the] inner workings of the political process [and] interactions 

between actors” (Lilleker, 2003, p. 208). Semi-structured interviews enable a strategic and 

topical conversation, while maintaining the flexibility to explore additional relevant topics raised 

by interviewees. In turn, I chose interview questions that targeted gaps or ambiguities in the 

document analysis.  

Based on the document analysis, and using snowball sampling, I identified potential interviewees 

with direct involvement in the selected cases of federal policymaking. With full approval from 

the UNBC Research Ethics Board (REB), I contacted 33 potential interviewees by email and 

phone based on a standardized script. The response rate to these interview requests was 21%. 
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Accordingly, I conducted 7 interviews with representatives from the NFU and FSC, as well as 

retired Members of Parliament from the New Democratic Party of Canada (see Appendix A).12 

Interviews were semi-structured and approximately 60 minutes long.  

In this research, confidentiality of interviewees cannot be guaranteed since the pool of possible 

interviewees is small and associated with a few specific organizations. While the conversations 

presented a low risk to interviewees, the following precautions were taken: interviewees were 

repeatedly provided with detailed information about the study; interviewees had the opportunity 

to review and comment on their interview transcript; and interviewees chose whether to be 

identified by name or as an anonymous representative of their organization. Interviews 

proceeded only with full ethics clearance from the UNBC REB. Through the interview process, I 

was granted access and permission to use additional documents, including reports that are not 

publicly available. 

I repeated the analysis protocol described above with each interview transcript, identifying ideas, 

issues, interests, and institutions concerning food sovereignty actors’ key engagement activities 

in both cases of federal agri-food policymaking. I crosschecked observations between the 

document analysis and interviews, noting areas of alignment or diversion, and integrating 

information between the two sets of data where appropriate.  

I then considered the significance of these trends in light of existing research on food sovereignty 

and the public policy literature on state assistance, market liberalism, and multi-functionality 

paradigms in Canadian agri-food policymaking. For each specific instance of engagement in 

policymaking, I considered how food sovereignty actors’ targeted ideas, issues, interests, and 

                                                

12 Policy officials from the department of Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada, the Library of Parliament, Members of 
Parliament from other political parties, and leaders from the Union Paysanne all declined the invitation to be 
interviewed. 
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institutions aligned with or diverged from established policy paradigms in the context of federal 

agri-food policymaking in Canada. In this way, the analysis has generated detailed and novel 

insights into how food sovereignty actors seek to advance and influence ideas in Canadian agri-

food policymaking.  

Limitations 

The scope of this research is limited to actors and policy processes at the federal level. While 

consideration of provincial policymaking processes may have deepened the analysis, this would 

have required extensive data collection beyond the scope of a Masters research project. 

Similarly, interesting linkages could have been drawn to municipal policymaking; however, the 

engagement of food sovereignty actors in local policy spaces is well documented in the literature 

already (Mendes, 2007; Schiff, 2008; Mansfield & Mendes, 2013).  

The design of this research was also limited by the selection of only two cases, which is the 

minimum requirement for a multiple case study design. While investigating two cases validates 

the use of replication logic, the small number of cases limits confidence in the results. 

Nevertheless, two cases are a reasonable scope for a Master’s research project and this 

exploratory research provides a model for additional replications in future research.  

While considerable evidence for this research is publicly available, the document analysis was 

limited where data has been removed from websites or never published. Furthermore, interview 

data was limited by the interest, willingness, and availability of interviewees. Some interviewees 

may have also been suspicious of the study for having a political agenda; or they may have had 

concerns about how their participation may impact their professional position, party, or 

organization. Some interviewees may have also been hesitant to disclose potentially confidential 

or controversial points of view; however, this risk was low since I was not seeking classified or 

confidential information. Rather, I was seeking to understand broad ideas and issues that were 
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apparent from interviewees’ choices of language. In all contact with interviewees, I aspired to 

gain trust through professional and clear communication (Lilleker, 2003), and I followed all 

guidelines of the UNBC REB. Finally, the depth and richness of the data could have been 

expanded by including a process of participant observation, such as that employed by Mendes to 

study food sovereignty actors’ engagement with municipal policymaking in Canada (2007); 

however, due to constraints in timing, geography, finances, and access, participant observation 

was not included in this research design. 

Finally, I limited my study to policy engagement events that took place between the years of 

2009 and 2015. It is noteworthy that the public debate concerning national food policy did not 

start in 2009. Civil society’s concern with multiple issues of food security and sustainability 

dates at least to the Peoples Food Commission in the 1970s (Koç et al., 2008). Likewise, the 

NFU’s Save our Seed campaign – a key point of activism in the case of the Agricultural Growth 

Act (Bill C-18) – has roots in opposition to past attempts at introducing UPOV 91 into Canadian 

legislation in the early 2000’s (NFU, 2013). However, in addition to providing a reasonable 

scope for this Master’s research project, the selected study period contains sufficiently rich and 

relevant evidence concerning direct interaction between food sovereignty actors and key federal 

policymakers and policymaking processes to answer my specific research questions. 

Chapter Summary  

In this chapter, I outlined a detailed methodology to address a critical gap in the social movement 

and public policy literature. This gap represents a lack of thorough analysis concerning national 

food sovereignty actors’ specific policy engagement in federal agri-food policymaking in 

Canada. I have proposed a multiple case study exploratory research design, incorporating two 

carefully selected cases: food sovereignty actors’ engagement in debates over 1) a national food 

policy for Canada and 2) the Agricultural Growth Act (Bill C-18). For both cases, I collect and 
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analyse multiple sources of evidence, including documents and semi-structured interviews. 

Finally, I use policy paradigms as a framework of study to guide my analysis and generate novel 

insights regarding the engagement of food sovereignty actors with policymaking processes and 

the efforts of food sovereignty actors to influence ideas for national agri-food policymaking in 

Canada.  
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Chapter 4: Strategies of Engagement 

Introduction  

Existing research shows that in Canada, federal agri-food policymaking has typically been 

dictated by a relatively small group of agri-food experts, farmers, and industry leaders (Moyer & 

Josling, 2002; Skogstad, 2008b).13 As a result civil society groups, including food sovereignty 

actors, have not generally been recognized as active contributors to key agri-food policymaking 

processes. Skogstad explains, “those who produce and retail food… those who supply farmers 

with their inputs, and the government ministries responsible for agriculture, dominate the making 

of agri-food policies [in Canada]… to the exclusion of a broader array of civil society actors” 

(2012, p. 33). However, in this chapter I provide empirical evidence to demonstrate and explain 

how food sovereignty actors are now engaging directly in agri-food policymaking activities in 

Canada.   

In this chapter I address my first research question: what strategies do food sovereignty actors 

employ to engage in federal agri-food policymaking processes? I use evidence from the two case 

studies of food sovereignty actors’ engagement in policymaking processes: national food policy 

debates and the Agricultural Growth Act (Bill C-18). I suggest that food sovereignty actors are 

using two distinct and simultaneous strategies to engage directly in Canadian agri-food 

policymaking processes. They are 1) participating actively in national public debates connected 

to agri-food policymaking processes, and 2) building strategic alliances with federal 

policymakers and other powerful agri-food stakeholders. In the following analysis, I provide 

detailed and context-specific evidence and explanations for these two policymaking engagement 

strategies.  

                                                

13 These groups are introduced on pages 18-19 in Chapter 2 of this thesis. 
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I begin by describing food sovereignty actors’ strategic efforts to facilitate a public debate on key 

agri-food policymaking issues. To do this, I highlight three instances of engagement drawn from 

the two cases of debates over a Canadian national food policy and the Agricultural Growth Act. 

The first two instances of engagement feature Food Secure Canada (FSC) as the key food 

sovereignty actor in the case of Canadian national food policy debates as they promoted: 1) the 

People’s Food Policy Project and 2) the “Eat Think Vote” campaign coinciding with the 2015 

general election. The third instance of engagement highlights the National Farmers Union (NFU) 

as the key food sovereignty actor in the case of the Agricultural Growth Act, as the NFU 

organised 3) the “Save Our Seed” campaign in opposition of Bill C-18. In this way I provide 

empirical evidence of food sovereignty actors’ direct engagement with policymakers through the 

mechanism of public debate and dialogue. 

In the second section of this chapter, I describe FSC and the NFU’s efforts to build alliances with 

a wide range of national agri-food policy stakeholders and federal policymakers. Specifically, I 

explain the relationships that FSC and the NFU have developed with Members of Parliament 

(MPs) to advance ideas about a national food policy and gain access to parliamentary debates to 

oppose the Agricultural Growth Act. I then explain the emergence of strategic and unlikely 

alliances between food sovereignty actors and powerful agri-food industry stakeholders in 

Canada.  

Engagement Strategy #1: Engagement Through Public Debate  

Promoting the PFPP in federal policymaking 

I begin by discussing the public promotion of the People’s Food Policy Project (PFPP) and its 

final report Resetting the Table: A People’s Food Policy for Canada (referred to throughout as 

Resetting the Table). I observe that PFPP volunteers and FSC first engaged in a wide reaching 

public dialogue about food sovereignty ideas and Canadian agri-food policy; then FSC used 
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Resetting the Table to disseminate a summary of PFPP participants’ ideas directly into federal 

policymaking spaces. 

The PFPP was developed by a team of volunteers from a variety of food-related civil society 

organizations, including FSC, who stated their intention to create a national food policy for 

Canada based on the ideas and practices of the international food sovereignty movement (K. 

Gibson, personal communication, March 14, 2017).14 As a result, the PFPP employed grassroots 

public engagement strategies – similar to those used by transnational social movement actors – 

to generate Resetting the Table. PFPP leader, Cathleen Kneen, wrote of the PFPP’s primary goal 

to 

…translate food sovereignty into the context of a Northern, wealthy country… 
[and] engage people from every sector in developing a [national] policy for 
food sovereignty, based in and supportive of the needs and perspectives of the 
whole Canadian people, but particularly food providers and marginalized 
segments of the population (2012, p. 3).   

In practice, the PFPP conducted public meetings called Kitchen Table Talks (KTTs). More than 

3500 Canadians participated in the KTTs, in which facilitators guided discussions linking food 

sovereignty principles to Canadian agri-food policy issues (FSC, 2011b; Kneen, 2012; L. Baker, 

personal communication, March 23, 2017). Specifically, KTT participants were asked to reflect 

on: how they make decisions about the food they eat, what obstacles they encounter in 

implementing these decisions, what level of government might be responsible for the obstacles, 

and what they would like to change (Kneen, 2012). Volunteers assembled the results of these 

conversations into 10 working papers and associated federal policy recommendations, 

summarized in Resetting the Table.  

                                                

14 A summary of the transnational food sovereignty movement is provided in Chapter 2 of this thesis. A more 
detailed account can be found in Desmarais, 2008. 
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Importantly, while the PFPP was focused on federal policy issues and generating federal policy 

proposals, the organizations involved in the PFPP (including FSC) initially had limited direct 

engagement with Canadian policymaking processes. Andrée et al. suggested in 2011, “the lack 

of active engagement in federal policy processes to date for many of the organizations involved 

in the PFPP suggests that they still have a long road ahead in Canada” (p. 139). In other words, 

without direct engagement in federal policymaking, the policy ideas within the PFPP cannot 

influence Canadian agri-food policy. Shortly after the publication of Andrée et al.’s article, 

however, the PFPP leaders took several steps to proactively engage with federal policymakers 

and policymaking processes.  

In 2011, leaders from the PFPP and Food Secure Canada (FSC) met for a strategic planning 

retreat to coordinate the continued promotion of Resetting the Table. At this gathering, the group 

made several key decisions to develop the capacity of FSC to participate actively in federal 

policymaking. First, Resetting the Table was assumed as the ‘operating manual’ for FSC’s 

subsequent federal policy engagement efforts (K. Gibson, personal communication, March 14, 

2017). Multiple interviews with FSC representatives suggest that this was a critical step in 

shaping the future work of FSC, as it provided FSC with a mandate to actualize the findings of 

the PFPP in the Canadian policymaking context. Lauren Baker, a member of the FSC Steering 

Committee, recalls this decision as influential. Baker states,  

it was decided that [the PFPP]… should be a basis for Food Secure Canada to 
develop into an advocacy organization… [and] that FSC should take the 
ownership [of Resetting the Table] and create that platform to… build on that 
work to develop into a new phase of its life... to take up the PFPP [and] 
develop the capacity of Food Secure Canada (personal communication, March 
23, 2017). 
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Among the diverse group of PFPP leaders, this decision provided FSC with a clear mandate and 

leadership role to formally represent the PFPP – and thereby thousands of PFPP participants – in 

future national food policy engagement.  

Furthermore, in order to increase the capacity of FSC to promote Resetting the Table in 

Canadian policymaking, FSC required both staff and financial resources. Kathleen Gibson, a 

representative from FSC’s National Food Policy Advisory Committee, recalls the importance of 

the decision to raise funds in support of a paid Executive Director to carry out future policy 

engagement efforts. Gibson states,  

if we were going to carry on and carry the People’s Food Policy and other 
initiatives forward, we had to have staff… We were restructuring our 
organization in order to make a stronger container for the ongoing work 
(personal communication, March 14, 2017). 

In other words, FSC intentionally strategized to increase its capacity as an advocacy organization 

in order to promote the results of the PFPP among Canadian policymakers. Leaders within FSC 

deliberately planned to use Resetting the Table to connect the public dialogue from the KTTs – 

concerning national food policy and food sovereignty – directly with Canadian agri-food 

policymaking processes.  

Also in 2011, a general election provided FSC with a strategic opportunity to promote Resetting 

the Table in federal policymaking. At this time, FSC deliberately launched Resetting the Table 

on Parliament Hill in the weeks leading up to the 2011 general election. Leaders within FSC 

considered the federal election campaign to be a critical opportunity for Resetting the Table to 

influence the agenda of policymakers (Kneen, 2012). In particular, PFPP leaders hoped that a 

public conversation about food policy during an election would encourage politicians to take 

action towards generating Canada’s first national food policy (FSC, 2011b). This objective was 

evident throughout the documents and interview data. For example, raising awareness about the 
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PFPP during the election campaign was so important to the PFPP volunteers that they hurried to 

complete Resetting the Table two months ahead of schedule in order to coincide with the 

election. Kneen wrote of the event,   

We were working hard to complete the project by July 2011 when a Federal 
election was called for early May. This was a huge opportunity for us to get 
food policy on the agenda of all the political parties. We pushed and pulled 
and drew on all the resources we could muster, and managed to complete a 
final policy document… and launch it on Parliament Hill two weeks before 
election day (2012, p. 6). 

FSC considered this timing to be critical because the election process creates a unique 

opportunity for Canadian voters to voice their concerns with federal policymakers. Furthermore, 

if successful at raising the profile of food policy issues, FSC could influence Canadian voters to 

select a government based on its stance on food policy. Indeed, the 2011 election was a key 

moment for the national food policy case, since many of the major political parties had already 

promised to develop a food policy in their campaign platforms (Conservative Party, 2011; 

Liberal Party, 2011; NDP, 2011). FSC considered these campaign promises to be incredibly 

valuable. Amanda Wilson, a Postdoctoral Fellow working with FSC, explains how campaign 

promises could provide a starting point to collaborate with federal governments; Wilson claims it 

is easier to approach a government when offering to assist in fulfilling an existing food policy 

mandate then to make a case to convince the government that they should pursue a food policy 

(personal communication, March 21, 2017).  

The public launch of Resetting the Table combined several strategies to raise awareness about 

food policy and generate public debate among Canadian voters. The first strategy was to hold a 

public event on Parliament Hill (FSC, 2011b); this created a physical proximity between FSC 

and policymakers, potentially generating curiosity among parliament staff or politicians and 

creating opportunities for in-person interactions. This presence also drew the attention of several 
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major Canadian newspapers (CBC, 2011; Globe and Mail, 2011; FSC, 2011b). National media 

plays a significant role in guiding public dialogue, especially during an election campaign. 

Capturing the attention of several national media outlets enabled FSC to spread their ideas 

widely, and also offered credibility to FSC’s ideas simply by publishing them in a reputable 

newspaper. Finally, FSC distributed copies of Resetting the Table to all Members of Parliament 

(MPs) and other key policymakers in Ottawa (FSC, 2014a), raising awareness among elected 

officials about the People’s Food Policy Project, and the ideas it generated. FSC stated in a press 

release that all federal MPs “in the House of Commons received a copy of the People’s Food 

Policy and have had a chance to discuss it with [FSC representatives] in a variety of settings” 

(FSC, 2014a). (I discuss these meetings with MPs in more detail in the second half of this 

chapter).  

Furthermore, FSC relied on its network of supporters to further spread its ideas about food 

sovereignty and a national food policy among Canadian voters. FSC is a national network, with 

nearly 100 organizational members as well as individual members in all major geographic 

regions of the country. FSC’s promotional materials from the PFPP public launch explicitly 

stated the goal to generate public dialogue based on Resetting the Table and influence federal 

political parties to discuss a national food policy throughout the campaign. FSC’s press release 

from the day of the PFPP launch calls on FSC members to “get involved” in raising awareness 

about Resetting the Table and to “make food a key election issue” (FSC, 2011b). FSC 

encouraged its supporters to use FSC press releases, PFPP materials (such as Resetting the Table, 

and discussion papers), and media reports to engage with their communities and local MPs about 

food sovereignty and a national food policy in Canada.  

The outcome of the 2011 election was a majority Conservative government. Although the 

Conservative Party had stated intent to develop a national food policy in its election platform 
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(Conservative Party, 2011), the Conservative government expressed little interest in discussing 

or developing a food policy after forming government (K. Gibson, personal communication, 

March 14, 2017). This presented a major challenge for FSC, since FSC relied exclusively on the 

acceptance of the government to gain access to key policymaking conversations. Alex 

Atamanenko – former NDP Agriculture Critic – explained the importance of governments being 

open to civil society groups stating, “unless the government is receptive, grassroots campaign[s] 

won’t work” (personal communication, March 30, 2017). This sentiment was raised in several 

interviews with food sovereignty actors and former Members of Parliament (K. Gibson, personal 

communication, March 14, 2017; M. Allen, personal communication, April 24, 2017). As a 

result, FSC chose not to spend significant resources attempting to engage with the federal 

government between 2011-2015. Instead they relied on other strategies (such as forming 

alliances), discussed in the second half of this chapter, and focused their resources on activities 

outside of federal agri-food policymaking during the period of the majority Conservative 

government. FSC leader Cathleen Kneen explained this deliberate strategy as follows: 

Recognizing that the current federal Government is not in the least interested 
in moving towards food sovereignty, we are strengthening our work in other 
areas: food sovereignty policy in provinces, cities and municipal regions and 
institutions; building networks and alliances to push for action on our 
priorities; supporting local food projects, programs and networks as they build 
food sovereignty locally; and maintaining and developing the spirit that 
animated the PFPP: respect for differences and openness to new ways of 
seeking social justice and ecological integrity (2012, p. 6). 

Likewise, Kathleen Gibson – a member of FSC’s National Food Policy Advisory Committee – 

explained that the lack of engagement on the part of the government between 2011 and 2015 was 

an opportunity for FSC to strengthen its relationships within its own networks in anticipation for 

future public engagement opportunities with federal policymaking processes (personal 

communication, March 14, 2017). Speaking about issues of access to federal policymaking 
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Gibson states, “these things are always only as good as the last election. They [the policymakers] 

know it and we [at FSC] know it… But then you can make a different kind of mileage when you 

have a hostile government because you can form stronger relationships with the others… outside 

government” (personal communication, March 14, 2017). In other words, leaders at FSC 

believed that the Canadian election cycle would provide their organization with another 

opportunity to link public dialogue on food sovereignty and national food policy with federal 

agri-food policymaking processes in the future. 

Eat Think Vote 

The next critical opportunity for FSC to link public engagement with policymaking processes 

arrived with the subsequent general election in 2015, at which time FSC launched their 

campaign, titled Eat Think Vote. The Eat Think Vote campaign involved dozens of non-partisan 

candidate meetings and an extensive social media campaign, resulting in a nation-wide public 

conversation between voters and policymakers about federal food policy in Canada. This 

campaign further illustrates how food sovereignty actors, such as FSC, use public debate during 

general elections as a tool of engagement in federal policymaking. Additionally, this campaign 

demonstrates a shift in FSC’s policy engagement strategies compared with the 2011 election 

campaign discussed above. In 2011, FSC attempted to link public dialogue with policymaking by 

promoting a detailed policy proposal, Resetting the Table. However, in the 2015 campaign, FSC 

facilitated face-to-face meetings and debates between Canadian voters and federal political 

candidates focused on five basic points. The Eat Think Vote campaign, therefore, demonstrates 

increasing direct interactions between food sovereignty actors and policymakers through 

facilitated public dialogue.  

The primary goal of Eat Think Vote – to fuel a national debate among voting Canadians about a 

food policy – can be illustrated by FSC’s repeated call to “make food a key election issue” (FSC, 
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2015c). The campaign featured five critical ‘campaign asks.’ First, FSC called on the 

government to develop a national food policy for Canada. In addition, FSC highlighted four key 

federal agri-food issues: food insecurity across Canada; food insecurity issues in northern and 

Aboriginal communities; assistance for new farmers; and the introduction of a national school 

food program (FSC, 2015a; FSC, 2015l). These demands are discussed in detail in Chapter 5. 

Here, I explain how FSC facilitated a dialogue about a national food policy and the selected 

priority issues. FSC utilized a variety of public engagement strategies, including public meetings 

with federal candidates, national media coverage, a social media campaign, and official 

correspondence with political parties.  

The public events with federal candidates in the Eat Think Vote campaign were modeled after 

the grassroots public mobilization efforts of the original PFPP. These events, however, represent 

a direct engagement with federal policymaking processes, as each event featured a non-partisan 

candidates debate. FSC relied on its members and other interested community organizations to 

coordinate most of the candidate meetings, providing facilitation resources to their partner 

organizations focused on their main campaign goals. A total of 68 events were held in all major 

geographic regions of the country (including the northern territories), attended by 164 federal 

candidates and 4461 participants (FSC, 2015c).  

These high numbers reveal multiple insights into FSC’s role in facilitating public debate about 

Canadian agri-food policy. Firstly, the number of participants and breadth of geographic regions 

represented by the Eat Think Vote candidate meetings illustrates FSC’s broad capacity to 

mobilize its networks. Specifically, FSC’s ability to engage with 4461 participants over the 

three-month Eat Think Vote campaign, suggests that FSC scaled-up its capacity to facilitate 

public meetings since the PFPP (which involved 3500 Canadians over several years, by 

comparison). Furthermore, 164 federal candidates attended the Eat Think Vote events; this large-
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scale participation of political candidates suggests that FSC successfully linked their public 

dialogues directly with policymaking processes by providing a key forum for cross-partisan 

debate. Eat Think Vote facilitated this public dialogue with candidates in up to 68 different 

ridings across the country, reaching a significant and diverse range of geographic and political 

settings. Since each candidate might only participate in a few such meetings throughout the 

election, FSC and its partners had a unique ability to influence the topics and structure of 

election debates within these ridings. This is significant because as candidates engaged in Eat 

Think Vote events, they competed for votes in their respective communities; as a result, 

candidates’ positions on food issues of interest to FSC – rather than other economic, social, or 

environmental issues – became pivotal opportunities for candidates to win the favour of their 

constituents. Furthermore, by engaging with FSC on food issues, such as a national food policy 

or government support for farmers, candidates provided FSC with specific follow-up points for 

future advocacy, as well as connections with MPs in cases where candidates who participated in 

Eat Think Vote also won the election for their riding.  

Public debate was further fuelled by the public promotion of Eat Think Vote events and ideas 

through national media coverage as well as social media. Some national media outlets and many 

local newspapers covered specific Eat Think Vote events (Globe and Mail, 2015; Global News, 

2015a; DurhamRegion, 2015). On social media, FSC circulated a variety of info-graphics to 

summarize and disseminate key campaign ideas and issues, as well as an online petition to 

demonstrate wide reaching public support for the campaign. While specific social media 

statistics are not publicly available, FSC claims “millions [were] reached through radio, 

television, newspapers and social media” (FSC, 2015c). The combination of in-person 

conversations with national press attention and social media engagement enabled a countrywide 

real-time debate about targeted federal policy issues to unfold throughout the election.  



  44 

 

This case also reveals insights into how FSC operates internally – specifically through 

maintaining and leveraging its network of supporters during key moments of policy engagement. 

In the Eat Think Vote campaign, FSC relied on its networks to generate and disseminate media 

content through social and mainstream media. Several months prior to the election campaign, 

FSC ran a workshop at the Canadian Association of Food Studies (CAFS) conference in order to 

recruit academics and community members involved in food-related research to assist directly 

with the Eat Think Vote campaign. The CAFS conference program highlights: 

Food Secure Canada and its members and partners will endeavour to make 
food policy into an issue during the 2015 federal election campaign… This 
workshop is designed to facilitate collaboration between community actors 
and academics, and invites the academic community to assist with the 
production of accessible fact sheets to support FSC’s five election demands. 
Other forms of collaboration (such as symposia, campus events, Op-Eds, and 
social media strategies) will also be encouraged and discussed. It will solicit 
the support of academics from different disciplines to inform, support, and 
strengthen food movement demands in the upcoming election (CAFS, 2015, p. 
27). 

Dozens of conference delegates attended the workshop, and many responded to FSC’s requests 

to provide content to the online campaign, or otherwise contribute leadership to Eat Think Vote 

initiatives. This type of cooperation is characteristic of how FSC operates with its various 

members and partners. Amanda Wilson, a Postdoctoral Fellow working with FSC, explains that 

FSC regularly operates through a series of such networks, connecting and maintaining regular 

communication with each member based on mutual interest in particular issues and campaigns. 

Wilson explains, “I think in terms of collaboration that’s often the most common way that plays 

out; so Food Secure Canada came out with this draft plan for a national food policy engagement, 

and reached out to all of its allies and members… [asking them to] write a letter of support 

saying [they] endorse this plan and [they] plan on collaborating” (personal communication, 

March 21, 2017). Many partnerships become mutually beneficial as FSC, in turn, supports 
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initiatives by its partners. Wilson notes that this is a common practice among not-for-profits 

stating, “[many] organizations do that; just like FSC would sign on to something that the NFU 

does… I think there’s a lot of cross pollination… recognizing that we all don’t need to take the 

lead on everything” (personal communication, March 21, 2017). Using these networks to both 

generate and disseminate Eat Think Vote materials allowed FSC to facilitate a wider-reaching 

public dialogue than would have been possible using only FSC’s limited resources.  

In addition to the numerous conversations held with individual candidates, the Eat Think Vote 

campaign illustrates direct interactions between FSC and federal political parties. FSC sent a 

survey to five major political parties asking for each party’s stance on the idea of creating a 

national food policy, as well as the Eat Think Vote campaign’s four key issues: food insecurity 

across Canada; food insecurity in the north; support for new farmers; and a national school food 

program (FSC, 2015a). All parties, with the exception of the incumbent Conservative 

government, replied to this survey indicating support for developing a national food policy 

(support for FSC’s four key issues was mixed) (FSC, 2015d). This engagement further fuelled 

public debate as FSC published the results of the survey on its website ahead of the election, and 

publicized specific commitments in press releases and on social media (FSC, 2015d). The 

commitment of four major federal parties to support a national food policy was a noteworthy 

achievement in 2015, since none of the parties’ campaign platforms originally included such a 

promise (FSC, 2015d). Without FSC’s direct intervention, it is unlikely that debates over a 

national food policy would have been as prominent among the major parties in 2015. 

Furthermore, political parties’ prompt and detailed responses to FSC’s survey indicate that the 

parties recognize FSC as an active stakeholder in agri-food policymaking debates. Disseminating 

political parties’ official stance on national food policy also enabled increasingly targeted 

conversations at Eat Think Vote events, as facilitators had the opportunity to engage directly 

with their local candidates about their party’s commitments.  
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Despite a lack of evidence supporting a direct causal link between the Eat Think Vote campaign 

and official election polls, it is noteworthy that rising food prices became the second most 

important election issue during the campaign (behind the rising cost of living) (Ispos poll in 

Global News, 2015b).  

After the Liberal Party’s majority victory in 2015, document and interview evidence suggests 

that the key ideas and issues targeted in Eat Think Vote gained traction among policymakers. 

Notably, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau immediately provided his new Minister of Agriculture 

with a clear mandate to develop Canada’s first national food policy in the days following the 

election. The mandate specifically called on the Minister to “develop a food policy that promotes 

healthy living and safe food by putting more healthy, high-quality food, produced by Canadian 

ranchers and farmers, on the tables of families across the country” (Trudeau, 2015). Furthermore, 

several interviews suggest that FSC was invited to participate in government consultations to 

develop this policy (L. Baker, personal communication, March 23, 2017; A. Wilson, personal 

communication, March 21, 2017). These developments indicate that key ideas from the Eat 

Think Vote campaign subsequently emerged in actual federal agri-food policy agendas, and that 

FSC is emerging as a key stakeholder, representing the interests of civil society, in key federal 

agri-food policymaking processes.  

The Save Our Seed campaign 

Food sovereignty actors also used public dialogue to engage in federal policymaking processes 

to oppose the Agricultural Growth Act (Bill C-18).  

The Agricultural Growth Act was an omnibus bill, meaning it contained amendments to multiple 

pieces of agri-food legislation and addressed them collectively in each stage of the parliamentary 

process (i.e., readings, committee, reporting, voting, and royal assent). While there were many 

changes and contentious issues proposed within the bill, a document analysis revealed that public 
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debate surrounding the Agricultural Growth Act primarily concerned amendments to the Plant 

Breeders Rights Act (PBR). The PBR is a piece of Canadian legislation that outlines Canada’s 

commitment to an intellectual property rights protocol known as the International Union for the 

Protection of New Varieties of Plants (often referred to by its French acronym, UPOV) (CFIA, 

2015b).  

Prior to the Agricultural Growth Act, Canada had committed to an earlier version of the protocol 

known as UPOV 78 (CFIA, 2013). The Agricultural Growth Act proposed an amendment to 

Canada’s PBR to align Canada’s international commitments with the newer version of the 

protocol, UPOV 91. This was a significant move for Canada, since UPOV 91 includes additional 

intellectual property (IP) rights for international plant breeding corporations, not included in 

UPOV 78 (CFIA, 2013). These exclusive IP rights suggest restrictions on how farmers use or 

handle certain seeds varieties, and potentially generate additional royalties for seed companies, 

among other benefits (CFIA, 2015a).  

Food sovereignty actors considered these protections for plant breeders to be a direct threat to 

traditional farmer-to-farmer seed saving and trading practices. As a result, food sovereignty 

actors, under the leadership of the National Farmers Union (NFU), undertook a large campaign 

project to raise awareness and public opposition to Bill C-18. This campaign illustrates how food 

sovereignty actors utilize public dialogue and debate to gain access to formal parliamentary 

processes, such as meetings of the House of Commons and parliamentary committees.  

In December 2013, the Agricultural Growth Act had its First Reading in the House of Commons 

– the first step in passing any proposed legislation (Parliament of Canada, 2013). Soon after, the 

NFU launched a public campaign, titled Save Our Seed, calling on Members of Parliament to 

“Stop Bill C-18” (NFU, n.d.; FSC, 2014b). During this campaign, the NFU utilized a wide 

variety of techniques to 1) provide succinct information and analysis of the bill and its 
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implications for Canadian farmers’ ability to practice seed saving, and 2) facilitate the general 

public to advocate their local MP representatives to oppose Bill C-18.  

The NFU published detailed analyses supporting its stance on Bill C-18 shortly after the bill’s 

first reading. Former NFU Vice President Policy, Ann Slater, recalled that the proposal to adopt 

UPOV 91 was not a new issue for the NFU; the question of amending the PBR had been raised 

previously, in the early 2000s, at which time the NFU carried out the first Save Our Seed 

campaign (personal communication, March 27, 2017). While the NFU was pleased with the 

government’s previous decision to remain under UPOV 78, several of the NFU’s key members 

continued to monitor the issue. Slater explained,  

in a way we never let go of that campaign. It was always one that was there 
[and] that comes forward a bit more sometimes… One of the things the NFU 
is always [concerned about] is corporate control of agriculture [and] corporate 
control of – in this case – seeds… So we’re always working on and looking at 
things from that angle, always keeping the seed angle there (personal 
communication, March 27, 2017). 

Drawing on ‘years of research,’ Slater further explained that the NFU’s top priority in launching 

the public campaign was to create a package of detailed yet concise information that explained 

the issues and implications of Bill C-18 in common language. The NFU aimed to create 

educational materials about the bill that would be easy to understand for both the general public 

as well as MPs who did not have particular expertise in agri-food policy or intellectual property 

issues. As Slater explains, 

the first thing we had to do was to read the bill…, do our analysis, and… put 
together our package of material about what this really meant. We had to 
decide which were the key points, because we couldn’t address everything that 
was in it… [We] knew we had to go to the public and try and help them 
understand… so put it in language they can understand… (A. Slater, personal 
communication, March 27, 2017).  
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Slater’s explanation of the NFU’s approach to bill C-18 indicates that the NFU was dedicating 

significant resources to educating the public about the content and implications of Bill C-18. 

Some of these educational materials included backgrounders, press releases, ‘question and 

answer’ pages, and commentary pieces (NFU, n.d.). These articles highlighted just a few key 

issues from the large omnibus bill, including concerns that Bill C-18 would: enable seed 

companies to collect royalties on both seed purchases and sales of harvested crops; create 

restrictions on “farmers’ privilege” to save and re-use seed; limit the development of new seed 

varieties to those that are internationally marketable, rather than locally adapted; reduce the 

checks and balances needed to modify the legislation in the future; and exacerbate debt loads of 

Canadian farmers (NFU, 2014a; NFU, 2015a). These specific issues are discussed in detail in 

Chapter 5.  

In terms of the NFU’s strategy of raising public awareness, the effort of summarizing these 

complex issues in concise and accessible language enabled many Canadians to understand and 

form opinions about this bill. The deliberate strategy to study and explain the bill in lay people’s 

terms was the NFU’s first step in generating meaningful public dialogue about this lengthy and 

highly technical bill. The NFU used its website to publicize these materials and encourage its 

members and partners to further disseminate the information widely (NFU, n.d.).  

In an additional effort to raise awareness about the bill, the NFU partnered with Food Secure 

Canada (FSC) to host an online webinar (FSC, 2014c). This broadcast served as an opportunity 

to provide more detailed information about the bill and answer questions directly from members 

of the public. The partnership with FSC also extended the networks of the NFU to include a 

larger base of largely urban-dwelling consumers who might not have been connected with the 

NFU directly. Educating and engaging a broad spectrum of Canadians was an important part of 
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the NFU’s strategy, as farmers and urban Canadians alike engaged actively in the Save Our Seed 

campaign (A. Slater, personal communication, March 27, 2017).  

To facilitate further dialogue about the Agricultural Growth Act and concerns about the PBR 

amendments, the NFU strongly encouraged its membership to host meetings or to inform and 

engage their own networks in discussions about the Agricultural Growth Act and the 

implications of UPOV 91 for Canadian farmers (FSC, 2014d). Specifically, the NFU website 

provided a “guide to organize a public meeting on Bill C-18 in your community” and resources 

on “how to hold a meeting with your MP” (NFU, n.d.). Furthermore, the NFU encouraged its 

members to circulate a petition opposing Bill C-18, and to submit paper copies of this petition to 

their elected MP (FSC, 2014d). This was a significant strategy, according to former Vice 

President Policy from the NFU, Ann Slater. Since MPs were obligated to report hard-copy 

petitions to the House of Commons, this provided the public with an opportunity to have their 

MPs represent opposing views during a highly divisive partisan debate, regardless of the political 

leanings in their particular riding (personal communication, March 27, 2017). Similarly, the 

NFU provided post-cards with a summary of their key concerns and a request for MPs to “take 

all actions necessary to stop Bill C-18” (NFU, n.d.). The post-cards were provided to the general 

public, in order that individuals might sign them and send them to their representative MPs. This 

provided an efficient and eye-catching way for large numbers of people to make their opinions, 

and support for the NFU, known to numerous MPs in Ottawa.  

This public engagement was critical to the NFU’s advocacy work to oppose the Agricultural 

Growth Act. The NFU believed that simply educating the public was not sufficient to stimulate 

meaningful engagement; rather, “the public needs something to do. You can’t just give 

information. You’ve got to have something to do” (A. Slater, personal communication, March 

27, 2017). In this case, the engagement was effective in reaching MPs from many different 
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parties and regions of the country. For example, multiple Conservative MPs are recorded to have 

presented the NFU petitions to “Stop Bill C-18” in the House of Commons (A. Slater, personal 

communication, March 27, 2017). Despite the strong Conservative support for the bill, MPs were 

required to present petitions from their constituencies regardless of their personal convictions. 

The postcard campaign also received attention from MPs in multiple ridings. Former MP Megan 

Leslie recalls receiving hundreds of NFU campaign postcards from her largely urban riding of 

Halifax, Nova Scotia (personal communication, March 24, 2017). Leslie received post-cards 

directly from her own constituents, and recalled a wealth of support for the NFU’s campaign. 

Leslie suggested that this urban support stemmed from consumers’ attitudes in Halifax, such that 

“even if people aren’t connected to the land directly here, they want to be in support of those 

who are” (personal communication, March 24, 2017). In summary, the National Farmers Union 

harnessed broad civil society support during their Save Our Seed campaign. 

Engagement Strategy #2: Building Alliances with Key Policymaking Stakeholders  

The second strategy that food sovereignty actors utilize to engage in agri-food policymaking is to 

establish and maintain alliances with powerful agri-food policy actors. In this section I draw on 

evidence from both case studies – debates over a national food policy and the Agricultural 

Growth Act (Bill C-18) – to illustrate how food sovereignty actors build alliances with Members 

of Parliament (MPs), as well as key agri-food industry stakeholders.  

Alliances with Members of Parliament 

Food sovereignty actors utilize a variety of strategies to win the attention of federal Members of 

Parliament. Both case studies show that FSC and the NFU engage with policymakers by 

contacting MPs directly, arranging meetings and phone calls, writing letters to ministers and 

other MPs, and ultimately gaining invitations to present to parliamentary committees for the 

Senate and the House of Commons during key moments of policy debate. 
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To promote their ideas about a national food policy based on food sovereignty, FSC works to 

develop and maintain relationships inside federal ministries and carry out direct advocacy work 

on Parliament Hill. FSC claims that, although very little of their funding is directly allocated to 

building such alliances, relationships with policymakers are a key element of their mandate. 

Lauren Baker, a member of FSC’s Steering Committee, explained that FSC “has been doing this 

advocacy on [Parliament] Hill. FSC… hasn’t been funded really to do that work, but it’s been 

constantly articulated by the membership that that’s important” (personal communication, March 

23, 2017). Without significant financial resources directed towards building relationships with 

federal policymakers, FSC relies on its Executive Director to incorporate alliance building as a 

component of other projects. According to Baker, this strategy has been relatively effective for 

FSC; Baker states, FSC’s current Executive Director is “very skilled in that way” (personal 

communication, March 23, 2017), suggesting that the Executive Director is a key actor in the 

process of networking and building relationships with policymakers. Furthermore, Baker claims 

that the current Executive Director is particularly well positioned to make meaningful 

connections with policymakers in Ottawa, as the current Executive Director previously worked 

on Parliament Hill (personal communication, March 23, 2017). Building on these personal 

connections, the current Executive Director is able to gain meetings with high-ranking federal 

policymakers to advocate for the priorities of Food Secure Canada. Importantly, key leaders in 

FSC’s network also support the Executive Director in strategizing about strategic relationships 

with policymakers (L. Baker, personal communication, March 23, 2017).  

As further evidence of this engagement strategy, the former NDP Agriculture Critic for the 

Official Opposition between 2011 and 2015 – Malcolm Allen – explained both his personal 

connection to the Executive Director at Food Secure Canada, and the implications of this 

connection for FSC’s ability to access meetings with agri-food policymakers in Ottawa. Allen 

explains, 
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I actually know [FSC’s Executive Director]… quite well. [The Executive 
Director] used to… [work for] for Jack Layton many years ago, so there’s a 
connection between FSC and us [the NDP]. Many of my colleagues… knew 
[FSC’s Executive Director] personally really well. We like the work that they 
[at FSC] do, as New Democrats. I like the work that they do, personally. So… 
if they [FSC] called, then I take the meeting (M. Allen, personal 
communication, April 24, 2017).  

Especially during the years that the NDP held the official opposition to the federal government 

(2011-2015), FSC’s strong personal connections to the federal NDP provided them with unique 

and strategic access to key policymakers.  

Furthermore, Allen recalled that FSC was one of the few civil society organizations that would 

request meetings with him as Opposition Agriculture Critic. Allen states,  

[civil society groups] have a tendency, if they’re going to talk to an MP, they 
do it though their [local] constituency office. That’s where they would come; 
so, they don’t necessarily lobby you, [but] Food Secure Canada will (personal 
communication, April 24, 2017).  

Allen’s remarks carry two significant implications. Firstly, this evidence supports my 

observation that FSC actively seeks to build relationships with influential policymakers. 

Secondly, Allen indicates that FSC’s advocacy work to seek alliances with key agri-food 

policymakers was relatively unique among civil society organizations, as other similar groups 

would opt to speak with their local MP in their riding. FSC, on the other hand, seeks high-level 

meetings to promote their ideas directly.  

Additionally, during the study period FSC routinely reached out to MPs by inviting them to 

biannual national assemblies. At FSC’s 2012 National Assembly in Edmonton, Alberta, two 

Members of Parliament along with members of FSC participated in a plenary panel discussion 

that highlighted a need for non-traditional agri-food policy stakeholders to participate in federal 

policymaking processes. Accordingly, FSC’s 2012 Assembly report stated, “all panellists spoke 
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of the need for government to work with populations that are negatively affected by food policy 

(or lack thereof), be it people living with food insecurity, First Nations communities, farmers, or 

food processors” (FSC, 2012, p. 7). Similar discussions also took place with two different MPs at 

FSC’s 2014 National Assembly in Halifax, Nova Scotia (FSC, 2014e). Food Secure Canada’s 

organized and deliberate engagement with policymakers demonstrates that civil society groups 

are taking a more direct and organized approach to participation in federal agri-food decision-

making. Multiple interviewees highlighted FSC’s conferences and assemblies as critical 

moments of meaningful engagement with policymakers due to the rich opportunity for detailed 

dialogue with the policymakers in attendance. For each of these events, FSC representatives 

invited targeted MPs, who were known to be allies among food sovereignty actors already (K. 

Gibson, personal communication, March 14, 2017). In this way, FSC was successful at 

establishing a detailed and meaningful dialogue about their proposed ideas, gaining valuable 

face-time with policymakers, and opportunities for detailed conversations about their issues of 

concern (FSC, 2012).  

Another approach used by FSC to engage with policymakers is traditional correspondence, for 

example, between FSC and federal MPs through written letters. FSC has written to the Prime 

Minister, Ministers of Agriculture and Health, as well as a number of individual MPs (FSC, n.d.-

d). These letters, along with any letters of response are shared with FSC’s broader membership 

and the general public on FSC’s website. FSC’s letters to high-ranking policy makers enable an 

open line of communication with MPs who may not otherwise agree to meet with FSC. In this 

way, FSC ensures that its ideas, attitudes, and priorities about key agri-food issues are well 

known among a diverse group of policymakers. In particular, FSC initiated correspondence with 

the Minister of Agriculture (Bronson, 2015) shortly after the Minister received a mandate from 

Prime Minister Justin Trudeau to develop a national food policy in 2015 (Trudeau, 2015). FSC’s 

letter outlines the specific ways that FSC proposes to support the government in developing such 
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a policy (Bronson, 2015). FSC’s repeated efforts to establish relationships and allies among 

policymakers suggests a level of organized policy engagement from civil society that was 

previously unprecedented in federal agri-food policymaking.  

The case of the Agricultural Growth Act (Bill C-18) provides additional evidence of food 

sovereignty actors’ direct engagement with MPs. In this case, the NFU is the leading food 

sovereignty actor and utilizes similar strategies to develop and maintain alliances with key agri-

food policymakers in Ottawa. Ann Slater – NFU Vice President Policy at the time of Bill C-18 – 

explained the NFU’s deliberate outreach and engagement with MPs as part of the NFU’s Save 

Our Seed campaign. First, according to Slater, the NFU formed a committee and strategized 

about whom to contact, and chose to target MPs they believed would be both supportive and 

influential. Slater recalls, 

we [went] to… the friends that we had within the Liberal party and the NDP. 
We really had to push them… So [we considered] the ‘Ag Committee;’ who 
are the people on the ‘Ag Committee’ from the [opposition] parties? Within 
the Liberal Party, there’s also… the former president of the National Farmers 
Union… So I got in touch with their offices (personal communication, March 
27, 2017).  

Like FSC, the NFU already had personal connections among opposition members. These 

friendships and personal connections provided the NFU with access to key policymakers in 

Ottawa, generating opportunities to speak about their particular interests and key issues of 

concern. At the same time, Slater notes that despite some connections, accessing certain 

policymakers remained a challenge, requiring persistent effort to gain access to policymakers 

and communicate their concerns. Finally, Slater’s comments highlight that, much like the 

engagement of FSC discussed above, the NFU targeted high-ranking policy-makers with 

influential positions on the House of Commons Standing Committee on Agriculture and Agri-

Food (HCSCAAF) (referred to in quotations as the ‘Ag Committee’).  
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In order to make connections with MPs sitting on the HCSCAAF, the NFU presented itself as an 

informed stakeholder, offering to explain their research and stakeholder analysis of Bill C-18 in 

detail to targeted agri-food policymakers over the phone. Slater explains, 

[we] reach[ed] out to the members of the ‘Ag Committee’ that were from the 
[opposition] parties… We phoned their offices... I think one of the things [we 
were asking them] was “do you really know what this means? We’d be happy 
to share our analysis with you. We’re happy to talk one-on-one; we’re happy 
to have a telephone conversation with you” (personal communication, March 
27, 2017). 

This outreach was successful with respect to MPs for the official government opposition who 

were sitting on the HCSCAAF. Before receiving an invitation to speak at HCSCAAF, several 

key members of the NDP met with NFU representatives through a conference call. This provided 

Slater and her committee with a critical opportunity to inform and potentially influence strategic 

policymakers, who were well positioned to carry the NFU’s ideas forward into critical debates in 

the House of Commons. Slater recalls, 

with Bill C-18 we had a conference call with the NDP… [with] specific [MPs] 
who were on the ‘Ag Committee’ or had some interest in agriculture. Because 
one of the things you want to do is – when they study that at committee level – 
to appear before the ‘Ag committee’ and we did get to do that (personal 
communication, March 27, 2017). 

Not only was the NFU successful in communicating its analysis and interpretation of the 

Agricultural Growth Act to members of the HCSCAAF through meetings, but they also provided 

MPs with written research, policy briefs, and analyses of the Bill. These resources were often the 

same written resources used to educate the general public about the bill. The NFU recognized 

that many MPs are not legal experts, but rather come to Parliament with training in a wide 

variety of fields; as a result, Slater explains the NFU’s strategy to provide MPs with policy briefs 

in layman’s terms. Slater states, 



  57 

 

in doing that analysis [to interpret Bill C-18] we had to… have something that 
we could pass on to MPs… It’s the same; you need the MPs to understand, so 
[we] put it in language they can understand… We [also] need the public to do 
that (A. Slater, personal communication, March 27, 2017).  

According to Slater, these briefs were an important strategy in highlighting the NFU’s priority 

issues and ideas in meetings with policymakers.  

Alex Atamanenko was the NDP Agriculture Critic in the years prior to the introduction of Bill 

C-18. He remembers using similar research provided by the NFU. He recalls “the reports [the 

NFU] did, we would often look at… it was just superb research” (A. Atamanenko, personal 

communication, March 30, 2017). Likewise, the subsequent NDP Agriculture Critic for the 

Official Opposition during the debates over Bill C-18, Malcolm Allen, recalls the NFU reports 

on the Agricultural Growth Act specifically. He explained that in the case of researching the 

Agricultural Growth Act, “the NFU had done a great deal of work. They have a couple of folks 

who are really quite brilliant with that work and research, so we utilized it. It was easy to use; it 

was already there. It was things that we agreed with” (personal communication, April 24, 2017). 

As further evidence of the NFU’s influence in the debates over Bill C-18, MPs from the NDP 

quoted NFU reports in the House of Commons during key debates concerning the Agricultural 

Growth Act. For example, parliamentary transcripts document Atamanenko as well as NDP MP 

Megan Leslie’s direct opposition of Bill C-18 in the House of Commons, using the NFU’s 

analysis to highlight various long-term implications of adopting UPOV 91 in Canadian 

legislation, and additional background information related to the bill (Parliament of Canada, 

2014a; Parliament of Canada, 2014b). This evidence indicates that by fostering strong allies with 

key agri-food policy actors, food sovereignty actors gain access and extend their ideas into 

critical moments of Canadian agri-food policymaking.  
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Furthermore, allying with policymakers also enables food sovereignty actors to gain direct 

access to parliamentary committee hearings as expert witnesses. Strong relationships with 

committee members are essential in order to speak at committee meetings, since presentations of 

expert testimony are awarded by invitation only (A. Atamanenko, personal communication, 

March 30, 2017). Both the NFU and FSC were invited to speak to parliamentary committees to 

testify concerning the Agricultural Growth Act. The NFU appeared before the HCSCAAF as 

well as the Senate Standing Committee on Agriculture and Forestry (SSCAF).15 FSC was invited 

to present to the SSCAF only (Bronson & Mooney, 2015). Providing expert testimony to a 

parliamentary committee enables food sovereignty actors to influence legislative changes by 

advocating for specific amendments to the bill. According to Atamanenko, witnesses play a key 

role in committee work, as they provide committee members with the opportunity to hear about 

potential implications of a bill from a wide variety of stakeholders, and question them directly 

about their concerns. If committee members are convinced that a change should be made, they 

have the opportunity to amend the legislation based on the expert testimony before a final report 

is delivered back to the House of Commons (A. Atamanenko, personal communication, March 

30, 2017). In the case of the Agricultural Growth Act, a key amendment – strongly advocated for 

by the NFU – was made following the committee hearings.16   

Since FSC’s presentation to the SSCAF occurred later in the parliamentary process, no such 

direct outcome can be identified from their testimony. However, it is noteworthy that FSC used 

their committee presentation on Bill C-18 to also promote ideas about a national food policy and 

distribute copies of Resetting the Table directly to members of the Canadian Senate. 

                                                

15 For a detailed account of the specific issues raised by the NFU in these hearings, see Chapter 5 of this thesis. 
16  This change concerned the specific wording of the “farmers’ privilege” clause, specifying the activities that 
farmers would be allowed to perform on any seeds they saved from year to year. This issue is described in more 
detail in Chapter 5.  
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Furthermore, the Senators engaged with FSC on the topic of national food policy, using the 

question period for Bill C-18 to clarity FSC’s key policy positions related to Resetting the Table 

(SSCAF, 2015).   

This section has provided detailed evidence of how food sovereignty actors develop and utilize 

key alliances with federal policymakers in order to advance their ideas within Canadian agri-

food policymaking processes. Next, I discuss how food sovereignty actors also build strategic 

alliances with powerful agri-food industry actors in order to extend their potential influence in 

Canadian federal agri-food policymaking.  

Unlikely allies in the industrial agri-food sector 

In their 2011 article on the People’s Food Policy Project, Andrée et al. indicate the potential for 

unlikely alliances to form between food sovereignty actors and key agri-food policy stakeholders 

in Canada. In this research, both case studies of debates over a national food policy for Canada 

and the Agricultural Growth Act (Bill C-18) indicate that food sovereignty actors are indeed 

building strategic relationships with key agri-food industry stakeholders. This is nonetheless 

surprising, since the roots of the food sovereignty concept emerged from a transnational social 

movement that explicitly opposed the spread of industrial agricultural practices and power of 

corporate agri-business (Desmarais, 2008). In Canada, food sovereignty actors have a similar 

history of denouncing policies favouring market liberal ideals, such as international market 

access and export-oriented trade agreements (A. Slater, personal communication, March 27, 

2017; K. Gibson, personal communication, March 14, 2017). Yet, the NFU and FSC work to 

foster allies with certain actors in the agri-food industry, seeking out common interests while 

paying close attention to conflicting ones.  

To illustrate food sovereignty actors’ selective engagement with industry, I first discuss a 

situation in which food sovereignty actors had the opportunity to connect with industry, but 
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remained highly sceptical about whether the invitation represented a meaningful opportunity for 

genuine dialogue, or a token effort at civil society representation. Specifically, the Conference 

Board of Canada invited several food sovereignty actors (including the NFU and FSC) to 

participate in their food policy development process. Both FSC and the NFU viewed the 

Conference Board’s project strictly as a ‘food industry’ strategy (Slater, 2013) due to the 

Conference Board’s emphasis on maximizing economic growth and the project’s exclusive 

funding from large agri-food businesses (Slater, 2013; Slomp, n.d.).  

Despite historic tensions between food sovereignty actors and industrial agri-food companies, 

relationships between these groups can also be positive. In response to the launch of the PFPP in 

2011, the Globe and Mail described “the warm reception [the PFPP] has received from 

competitors-turned-collaborators. That includes the Canadian Federation of Agriculture [CFA]” 

(2011). The CFA is a major farmers union in Canada, representing provincial farmer groups as 

well as national commodity groups. The Globe and Mail article further explains that while the 

CFA also developed a national food policy proposal, which emphasizes the sustainability of 

agricultural production for both domestic and international sale, the CFA maintained a positive 

relationship and general support for the PFPP. In this way, by maintaining “an open dialogue 

with the PFPP” industrial agri-food representatives at the CFA “add[ed] credibility to the PFPP, 

which would at one time have been considered a fringe effort” (Globe and Mail, 2011). In other 

words, in order to be taken seriously in Canadian agri-food policymaking, FSC requires the 

support of both civil society and industry leaders.   

As a further illustration of alliances between food sovereignty actors and agri-food industry, 

Maple Leaf Foods, a major industrial food company in Canada, hosted a key Eat Think Vote 

event in Toronto during the 2015 general election. The event brought together food sovereignty 

actors, academics, agri-food industry leaders, and political candidates; the event also received 
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national media attention. Specifically, a panel discussion featured: the Executive Director of 

FSC; an academic from the University of Guelph; the President of the Canadian Federation of 

Agriculture (CFA); and federal candidates from the Liberal Party and the NDP (Globe and Mail, 

2015). The event was webcast online and disseminated via the Globe and Mail and social media. 

All members on this unique and hi-profile panel voiced their desire for increased collaboration to 

tackle the recognized complexities of food insecurity in Canada and around the world (Globe 

and Mail, 2015).  

In an interview, a representative from FSC described FSC’s relationship with industry partners 

stating, “one of them is… a large commercial food company; we have a relationship with their 

senior management that is very mutually respectful” (personal communication, 2017). When 

asked how FSC developed relationships with industrial food actors, the interviewee explained 

that these types of relationships developed initially “based on personal friendships” (personal 

communication, 2017). In this way, FSC’s strategy for engaging industry actors mirrors its 

strategies for engaging policymakers in Ottawa. While there remain some tensions and 

conflicting interests between the two groups, the interviewee claims that FSC and their industry 

ally share common concerns about the issue of food insecurity. The interviewee stated that 

between FSC and the industry ally, “we don’t agree on everything, but they have actually leaned 

into key issues around food insecurity in a really interesting way” (personal communication, 

2017). The interviewee also noted that relationships with powerful agri-food stakeholders are 

tenuous, since they rely on individual connections rather than official partnerships between the 

organizations. Specifically, the interviewee claimed, “those kinds of relationships are only as 

good as the individuals involved in them. If that senior manager changed, that whole thing could 

change” (personal communication, 2017). Time and future research will be necessary to judge 

the durability of alliances between food sovereignty actors and agri-food industry actors. Yet, the 
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existence of these relationships indicates the potential for previously polarized policy actors to 

work together to influence agri-food policymaking.  

Despite often-divergent interests, FSC understands that working with industry partners is critical 

in order to generate meaningful solutions to issues such as food insecurity in Canada (K. Gibson, 

personal communication, March 14, 2017; L. Baker, personal communication, March 23, 2017). 

Lauren Baker – a member of FSC’s Steering Committee – suggested that as FSC evolved as a 

federal advocacy group, the organization has adapted to the broader policymaking environment 

and the diverse set of actors within that context. As a result, Baker suggests that FSC’s advocacy 

regarding food sovereignty has adapted to the federal agri-food policymaking context as well. 

Baker claims,  

in the People’s Food Policy the goal of food sovereignty was very explicit... I 
think in this phase [of negotiating with policymakers] the goals change and are 
adapted over time to the political context. So now, the goal has to be about 
actually collaborating with a wider circle – with industry [and other groups]. 
Food sovereignty takes on a bit of a different shape there (personal 
communication, March 23, 2017). 

In other words, while the PFPP focused primarily on networking with civil society groups, FSC 

is now working to balance its advocacy and include more powerful actors in policymaking 

conversations. As a result, FSC is seeking a balance between the core ideas of food sovereignty, 

which both oppose industrial agricultural practices, and a call for broad collaborative practices. 

According to Baker, this involves keeping the core principles of food sovereignty in mind, while 

acknowledging that many Canadian farmers do rely on industrial agriculture to make a living. In 

this sense, Baker suggests that if food sovereignty in Canada is to represent the collaborative 

direction of the agri-food sector, this will require a balance between many divergent, and 

sometimes competing interests. Baker explains, 
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it doesn’t mean that there’s not a whole interest in food sovereignty that’s 
staying true to those original ideas behind it, but the policymaking process 
probably has to be a bit more flexible and inclusive to new stakeholders that 
the original food sovereignty [and] People’s Food Policy process didn’t 
connect with, [including industry actors]… You have to bring some of it [food 
sovereignty] to the table and accept that you [also] need exports and patch it 
together (personal communication, March 23, 2017).  

This flexibility to accept some ideas from the industrial sector, such as the need for international 

market access, suggests that FSC is increasingly sensitive to the diverse set of interests at the 

federal agri-food policymaking table, and is seeking to establish and maintain relationships with 

a wide range of agri-food policy actors. As governments are also seeking to negotiate between 

these complex and competing interests (Moyer & Josling, 2002), FSC’s openness to industry 

partnerships is an asset in seeking recognition as a key federal agri-food policy stakeholder; 

recognition from established and influential policy stakeholders could increase FSC’s credibility 

as it seeks to gain access to and influence federal policymaking processes. 

Chapter Summary 

In this chapter, I used the case studies of a national food policy and the Agricultural Growth Act 

(Bill C-18) to explain two main strategies by which food sovereignty actors engage in federal 

agri-food policymaking processes. The first engagement strategy is to organize public debates 

and campaigns to inform and mobilize Canadians on agri-food policy issues; the second strategy 

is to build alliances with Members of Parliament and agri-food industry stakeholders in order to 

gain direct access to policymaking processes and decision-making venues, such as Parliament.   
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Chapter 5: Food Sovereignty Ideas and Agri-Food Policymaking  

Introduction  

The food sovereignty concept broadly incorporates a wide variety of ideas about numerous 

social, economic, and environmental justice issues; however, as Canadian food sovereignty 

actors engage in federal agri-food policymaking processes, they make strategic choices about 

which food sovereignty-related ideas to promote in policymaking contexts. Therefore, this 

chapter addresses my second research question: how do food sovereignty actors seek to influence 

Canadian federal agri-food policymaking ideas? To answer this question, I present empirical 

evidence from two cases studies – debates over a national food policy and the Agricultural 

Growth Act (Bill C-18) – to show how and why Canadian food sovereignty actors are advocating 

ideas about 1) autonomy of farmers and 2) public participation in agri-food policymaking in 

Canada. I explain the significance of these two ideas with respect to the policy paradigms of state 

assistance, market liberalism, and multi-functionality. I argue that food sovereignty actors seek 

to influence policymaking processes by focusing their advocacy on certain food sovereignty 

ideas, and that these ideas align with established policy paradigms in Canadian agri-food 

policymaking.  

Food Sovereignty Idea #1: Farmer Autonomy in Canada 

Food sovereignty actors advocate for the autonomy of Canadian farmers in both case studies of 

national food policy debates and the Agricultural Growth Act (Bill C-18). Farmer autonomy is a 

well established idea in the food sovereignty movement, and Canadian food sovereignty actors 

link autonomy with several key policy issues, including: steadily rising farm debts and chronic 

net-income losses for Canadian farmers; a rapidly aging farm population; increasing 

consolidation of family farms into large-scale export-oriented businesses; and the intellectual 

property rights granted to large seed breeding corporations through the Agricultural Growth Act. 

In this section, I argue that through these specific issues, food sovereignty proponents seek to 



  65 

 

advance their ideas about farmer autonomy in Canada. These key ideas and issues align with the 

state assistance and multi-functionality paradigms. As a result, food sovereignty proponents seek 

to influence federal policies that maintain or strengthen state intervention in support of Canadian 

small-scale family famers and resist the influence of market liberal ideas in federal agri-food 

policymaking.  

Farmer autonomy, family farming, and local food  

Beginning with the case of national food policy debates and the promotion of Resetting the Table 

among federal policymakers, FSC has actively voiced concerns about the viability of family 

farming in Canada on Parliament Hill. Supported by research from the National Farmers Union, 

FSC claims that largely due to pressures and expenses associated with industrial agriculture, 

“Canada’s farm sector is one of the world’s least profitable” (FSC, 2011a). FSC cites negative 

sales-only income levels for Canadian farms between 2003-2010 and calls the government to 

accurately report discrepancies between sales income and income levels that include “credit, 

government support, and off-farm jobs” (FSC, 2011a; CFA, 2011). This means that Canadian 

farmers are actually losing money on their businesses from year-to-year; yet their incomes are 

reported as increasing as farmers’ incomes are subsidized by both government payments and the 

employment of other family members off-farm. According to food sovereignty actors, this 

reliance on other forms of income is a major threat to the autonomy of family farmers in Canada.  

Likewise, in the case of the Agricultural Growth Act (Bill C-18), the NFU was highly critical of 

the government’s proposed adjustments to the Agricultural Marketing Programs Act – one of the 

nine bills amended by the large omnibus bill. The NFU was specifically concerned with changes 
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to eligibility for advanced payment loans17 between the federal government and farmers. 

Although the NFU acknowledged that many indebted farmers would welcome access to 

increased credit, the NFU voiced concern that the changes would exacerbate the existing farm 

debt crisis by increasing already high debt loads without addressing the underlying causes (NFU, 

2015a). Research shows that Canadian farmers’ net income has been in decline since 1985, 

despite a consistent rise in Canadian food exports during the same period (Qualman, 2011). The 

same research indicates a consistent and drastic increase in Canadian farm debt along with 

increasing trends towards industrialization in Canadian agriculture (Qualman, 2011). 

Furthermore, according to FSC, increasingly high costs of production contribute not only to farm 

debts, but also create significant barriers-to-entry for new farmers. During the Eat Think Vote 

campaign, FSC reported that more than 80% of Canadian farmers are expected to retire in the 

next 10 years (FSC, 2015k). Yet, FSC suggests that the Canadian government’s emphasis on 

large-scale industrial agriculture prevents new farmers from entering the sector to replace 

Canada’s aging farm population, especially if potential new farmers prefer alternative farming 

methods such as agro-ecology or organic farming, which do not receive the same government 

support (FSC, 2015k). FSC’s Eat Think Vote campaign highlighted the need for the government 

to increase access to resources, ensuring “better access to land, capital, and training for new 

farmers,” and to provide support for increased diversity in Canadian farming practices (FSC, 

2015k). FSC’s position on diversifying government supports for Canadian farmers carries the 

underlying idea that existing agri-food policy limits farmers’ autonomy over how they produce 

food.  

                                                

17 This is a government loan program, the terms of which are outlined in the Canadian Agricultural Marketing 
Programs Act (NFU, 2014a). 
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FSC and the NFU propose that the solution to the ‘farm income crisis’ rests in localizing supply 

chains, directing local demand to support producers directly within the community. According to 

the PFPP, increasing exports create ‘losses for our [domestic] economies’ as Canadians 

increasingly rely on imports to supply a variety of food products that can be grown, processed 

and stored in Canada (FSC, 2011a), and farmers increasingly rely on the availability of external 

markets for their products. Resetting the Table proposes that Canada reduce farmers’ dependence 

on export markets by prioritizing the domestic production of a variety of food products to feed 

Canadians, and then trade surplus crops through international exports, an approach termed “feed 

the family, trade the leftovers” (FSC, 2011a). FSC argues in Resetting the Table that adopting 

this approach creates multiple benefits across society: farmers would gain stable market access, 

consumers benefit from fresh products, and the resulting relationships would strengthen 

Canadian communities (FSC, 2011a). Furthermore, FSC claims that by strengthening Canada’s 

domestic capacity to process and market locally produced food, small-scale Canadian farmers 

will be able to stabilize their debt and generate increasingly viable businesses due to predictable 

market prices associated with locally regulated markets, and potentially lower in-put costs for 

farmers who choose agro-ecology or organic farming methods.  

I suggest that food sovereignty actors’ idea to support the autonomy of Canadian farmers by 

prioritizing the sale of locally produced food in domestic markets resonates with the state 

assistance paradigm, as it mirrors existing Canadian policies of supply management. The supply 

management system – regarded as a pillar of state assistance in Canada – regulates the prices, 

quotas, and competition for certain food products, such as milk and poultry (Desmarais & 

Wittman, 2014). Although market liberal pressures have repeatedly challenged the Canadian 

supply management system, federal policymakers have vehemently defended supply-managed 

sectors in both Canadian Parliament and international free trade negotiations (M. Allen, personal 

communication, April 24, 2017). This trend indicates federal governments’ willingness to 
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consistently regulate local production and sales of specific food products, and defend policies of 

government intervention against competing market liberal ideas. Furthermore, all federal parties 

consistently stated direct support for the continuation of supply management in their election 

platforms during the study period (Conservative Party, 2011; Conservative Party 2015; Liberal 

Party 2011; Liberal Party 2015; NDP, 2011; NDP, 2015), indicating that politicians and their 

constituents believe that the government’s continued management of these sectors remains in the 

national interest. Food sovereignty actors’ ideas about government intervention align with pre-

existing policy ideas in Canada captured by the state assistance paradigm, as they propose a 

variety of strategies to increase local market access for Canadian family farmers.  

Food sovereignty actors seek to build on existing policy support for supply management by 

extending regulations for localized food production and distribution systems to other agricultural 

products (for example, fruits and vegetables), in addition to milk, eggs, and poultry. According 

to FSC, this would require significant changes to Canadian federal agri-food policies, such as 

reopening food-processing facilities, and redistributing existing government financial support 

from large-scale operations to smaller ones (FSC, 2011a). Specifically, Resetting the Table calls 

on Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada to “shift significant resources away from… export-

focused agriculture and toward a community-based, sustainability focused agriculture” (FSC, 

2011a; Globe and Mail, 2011). Furthermore, FSC promotes the use of government supports to 

encourage a small-scale, agro-ecological, and highly diverse farm sector in Canada (FSC, 

2011a). This model would present a major shift from the current direction of increasingly large 

industrial farm operations, and export-oriented federal policy frameworks associated with the 

market liberal policy paradigm (AAFC, 2014).  

Food sovereignty actors, therefore, align themselves with allies in Canadian policymaking who 

view policymaking from the lens of state assistance, and therefore agree with the principles of 
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government intervention in Canadian agriculture and support for small-scale family farmers. 

Alex Atamanenko – former NDP Agriculture Critic from 2006-2011 – explained his 

commitment to supporting localized production and market access as a means of supporting 

Canadian family farming businesses. Atamanenko states, 

I think that food sovereignty is a part of [state] sovereignty. We’re sovereign 
as a nation; it’s as simple as that… If we believe in that, then we need to have 
governments… implement [the appropriate] policies… Governments can do 
that; if they have the political will and courage, they can make it easier for 
people to grow food locally, have markets, supply local markets and restaurant 
chains with food, and increase the amount of food that’s being produced 
(personal communication, March 30, 2017). 

Atamanenko suggests that many federal MPs are willing to support policies that prioritize 

localizing food production and marketing patterns, and align with proposals made by FSC in 

both Resetting the Table (FSC, 2011a) and the Eat Think Vote campaign (FSC, 2015k). 

Furthermore, Prime Minister Trudeau’s mandate to the Minister of Agriculture in 2015 included 

specific instructions to prioritize local food in Canadian policymaking. The Minister’s mandate 

includes developing a “food policy that promotes… more healthy, high-quality food, produced 

by Canadian ranchers and farmers, on the tables of families across the country” (Trudeau, 2015). 

This mandate provides clear evidence that policymakers in the highest office value the idea of 

promoting Canadian produced food in Canadian markets. Food sovereignty actors believe these 

types of policy choices will result in increased autonomy for small-scale farmers in Canada 

through regulations that increase local market opportunities for Canadian farmers and reduce 

competition from foreign products.  

Ideas about farmer autonomy through localizing food systems also align with the multi-

functionality paradigm, as federal support for local farmers extends to multiple functions that 

local farmers provide to rural Canadian society. Previous applications of the multi-functionality 
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paradigm in Canada (e.g. attention to environmental sustainability and rural interests in the AFP) 

reflect the value that Canadian policymakers place on family farming as an environmental 

service and cultural practice, and the contribution of viable family farms to rural community 

development. Food sovereignty actors connect local food initiatives with broader social goals, 

resonating with community development goals associated with multi-functionality. Amanda 

Wilson – a Postdoctoral Fellow working with FSC – explains, 

I think that one of the reasons why local is important is not because it’s ‘local,’ 
but because when things are local it heightens opportunities for collaboration, 
for participation, for things to be more community oriented just because 
geographical proximity enables that to happen (personal communication, 
March 21, 2017). 

According to Wilson, local patterns of food production and consumption are important 

particularly for the ways that they facilitate collaboration and community engagement, which 

contribute to valuable social ideals. FSC also emphasized multi-functionality explicitly in the Eat 

Think Vote campaign, stating “agriculture in Canada needs policies reoriented towards multi-

functionality in order to maximize the social and environmental benefits of vibrant rural 

communities” (FSC, 2015k). By promoting policies of multi-functionality FSC seeks not only to 

improve the livelihoods and social well being of rural-dwelling Canadians, but also to promote 

their autonomy and ability to continue living in rural areas, without considerable dependency on 

external resources.  

The alignment of food sovereignty actors’ ideas about autonomy in rural communities with the 

policy paradigm of multi-functionality enables food sovereignty to gain reception with federal 

policymakers that share the multi-functionality lens. The NDP in particular tend to approach 

agri-food policy from the multi-functionality perspective, as Atamanenko explained the NDP’s 

‘comprehensive’ approach to national food policy in Canada. Atamanenko states, 
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by strengthening our overall food supply and supporting farmers, we 
strengthen our rural communities… whether it be keeping schools open, 
ensuring that there’s good medical services, ensuring that agriculture supply 
businesses stay open, [or ensuring] that people are able to live in a small 
community and they don’t have to move to a larger centre…. Agriculture 
plays a pretty important role in that… There are different ways that each level 
of government can work to support initiatives, to support Food Secure Canada, 
to support local groups who want to ensure that their restaurants have locally 
grown food… So that then becomes comprehensive (personal communication, 
March 30, 2017). 

This shows that federal political parties, such as the NDP, apply ideas about supporting local 

agriculture in their own policy proposals. From a multi-functionality perspective, the success of 

local farmers is connected with the success of rural communities in general (in terms of vibrant 

schools and functional social services). For food sovereignty actors, this alignment of ideas 

between farmer autonomy and federal policy paradigms of both state assistance and multi-

functionality creates opportunities to influence federal policymakers by advocating for ideas that 

are part of existing policymaking frameworks.  

Farmer autonomy and intellectual property rights   

Next, I discuss how the NFU engaged with policymaking processes surrounding the Agricultural 

Growth Act (Bill C-18) in order to advance ideas about farmer autonomy in Canada. The NFU 

had numerous qualms with the Agricultural Growth Act; however, their primary concerns 

involved proposed amendments to the Plant Breeders Rights Act (PBR) – a piece of Canadian 

intellectual property legislation – to align the PBR with the international protocol UPOV 91 

(NFU, 2015a).18 Ultimately, the NFU and its members feared that these changes would limit 

Canadian farmers’ access to and autonomy over their primary means of production – seeds.  

                                                

18 This issue and the relevant pieces of legislation are introduced in more detail on pages 46-47 of this thesis. 
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The NFU presented their analysis to policymakers in multiple forums, suggesting that UPOV 

91’s additional intellectual property rights protections for plant breeders would limit farmers’ 

self-sufficiency while placing farmers at an increased disadvantage compared with already-

powerful agri-food corporations. In a written policy brief, submitted to both the Senate and 

House of Commons Standing Committees on Agriculture, the NFU claims that  

the ‘Agricultural Growth Act’ …should not be passed because it would 
increase farmers’ costs, reduce farmers’ autonomy and compromise Canadian 
sovereignty while providing substantially increased revenue and more power 
and control to multi-national agri-business corporations (NFU, 2015a). 

The NFU argued that adopting UPOV 91 would limit farmers’ autonomy over seeds in several 

specific ways. In a presentation to the House of Commons Standing Committee on Agriculture 

and Agri-Food (HCSCAAF), the NFU argued that under UPOV 91, farmers would have to enter 

into contractual arrangements with seed companies to purchase seed (NFU, 2015a). Under 

UPOV 91, these contracts would give seed companies several exclusive rights, which were not 

restricted in the past. Specifically, NFU spokesperson and former president, Terry Boehm, stated 

in his presentation to the HCSCAAF, “the breeder is given an extensive list of exclusive rights: 

saving, reusing, stocking, conditioning, etc.” (NFU, 2015a; NFU, 2014d). Farmers within the 

NFU took particular issue with these sudden and extensive limitations. In exception to exclusive 

IP rights, UPOV 91 contains an option called “farmers’ privilege,” which outlines farmers’ rights 

to some of these activities, such as saving and reusing seeds (CFIA, 2015b; NFU, 2014d). The 

NFU, however, considered this exemption practically useless, since farmers’ privilege did not 

include the right to store the seed on their property, making it impossible to keep seed for reuse 

the next year (NFU, 2014b). Then NFU Vice President Policy, Ann Slater, recalls the critical 

debate to  

mak[e] sure that the farmers’ privilege actually allows you to stock seed. In the 
original writing, farmers could save and replant seed on their own farm, but 
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they couldn’t stock or condition it, which means they couldn’t store it for the 
next year. It was a huge loophole that could have been used against farmers 
(personal communication, March 27, 2017).  

In this respect, the NFU felt that the spirit of farmers’ privilege – to give farmers the autonomy 

to maintain their traditional farming methods – was not reflected in the details of the legislation 

(NFU, 2014c). Ultimately, the federal government amended Bill C-18 to include stocking in the 

set of exempted activities from plant breeders’ list of exclusive rights (NFU, 2015b, Parliament 

of Canada, 2015a).  

In addition to concerns about specific seed saving protocols, the NFU claimed that increased IP 

rights would impact the autonomy of Canadian farmers by obligating farmers to purchase seeds 

directly from the breeding companies year after year, adding significant input costs to their 

already-steep operating budgets (NFU, 2015a). Furthermore, the Act limited farmers’ ability to 

sell seed to their neighbours, creating a monopoly environment in the Canadian seed marketplace 

(NFU, 2015b; A. Slater, personal communication, March 27, 2017). This was problematic for the 

NFU in several respects. Not only would farmers potentially lose a portion of their business by 

not selling excess seeds, but also the monopoly-dominated seed markets would have no incentive 

to maintain affordable seed prices. According to the NFU, the result would be a net loss of 

income and increased expense for farmers (NFU, 2014c; NFU, 2015b; A. Slater, personal 

communication, March 27, 2017).  

Food sovereignty actors view seeds as an integral element to food sovereignty and autonomy as 

seeds are a foundational input for agricultural production. Food sovereignty actors claim that a 

few large seed companies increasingly control seed resources, and food sovereignty actors 

oppose this corporate consolidation of seeds and plant breeding rights. Lauren Baker – a member 

of FSC’s Steering Committee – claims, “the [international] institutions that have been set up to 

govern seed policy and genetic resources are deeply favourable to seed as genetic resource for 
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breeding profit, versus farmers’ rights” (personal communication, March 23, 2017). The passing 

of the Agricultural Growth Act aligned Canadian legislation with these international institutions. 

According to Baker, granting exclusive breeding rights to a few powerful actors in the Canadian 

agri-food sector creates an imbalance of power and autonomy. Baker states,  

seeds are the foundation of our food system, and essential to the future of 
food… So to have a context where very few players have rights over genetic 
resources, and many players – who have been nurturing that diversity as a 
dynamic, place-based, culturally specific and contextualized [resource] – have 
basically no rights is highly asymmetrical (personal communication, March 
23, 2017). 

The asymmetry that Baker notes between corporations’ breeding rights and farmers’ autonomy 

to practice seed-saving in Canada reflects Canadian food sovereignty actors’ broader concern 

with the influence of market liberal ideas in Canadian agri-food policy. For the Canadian 

government, adopting UPOV 91 was seen as a positive market-opening venture for the Canadian 

agri-food sector (CFIA, 2015a). However, the NFU viewed this market liberal influence as a 

direct threat to individual farmers’ autonomy (NFU, 2014c). 

I suggest that in the case of the Agricultural Growth Act, food sovereignty actors’ ideas about 

farmer autonomy align with longstanding policy ideas associated with state assistance, such as 

public seed breeding programs. Historically in Canada, developing new plant varieties was a 

public service, carried out by the ministry of Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada (AAFC). Under 

previous legislation the IP rights for public seed varieties enabled Canadian businesses and 

farmers to buy and sell seeds, and royalties were understood to finance continued public 

breeding developments through AAFC. Furthermore previous IP legislation enabled Canadian 

farmers to adapt seeds on their farms by saving and reusing their most productive seed on the 

same land, as well as trading with their neighbours over multiple generations (A. Slater, personal 

communication, March 27, 2017). In this way, government mandated public breeding programs 
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offered farmers the autonomy to develop and share localized seed varieties without entering into 

complicated contractual agreements with breeders.  

The NFU gained support for its position by encouraging other farm organizations to consider the 

costs and potential risks of expanding market liberal principles into Canadian seed policy. As a 

result, according to Allen, the NFU’s Save Our Seed campaign caught the attention of larger 

farmers’ organizations, which may have contributed to the governments’ amendment regarding 

the farmers’ privilege clause within the Agricultural Growth Act. Allen states, 

[the NFU’s campaign] made farmers who were certainly pro [UPOV 91] take 
notice… It made them ask questions that they had to get answers to…[By 
raising questions, the NFU] were able to reach beyond just their resources in 
this case and actually have a greater influence… [because] every farmer needs 
seeds… So I think they were all in that boat together (personal 
communication, April 24, 2017). 

According to Allen, the universality of farmers’ need for seed became a unifying issue for 

Canadian farmers with respect to Bill C-18. While the amendment to farmers’ privilege was 

considered to be a relatively small victory for the NFU, Allen suggests that the NFU played a 

significant role in generating discussion and second thought towards the market-opening aspects 

of Bill C-18 among a wide range of agri-food stakeholders and policymakers. The NFU 

prompted the federal government to defend its position on increasing Canadian market access to 

multinational seed companies, and explain to Canadian farmers how the government intended to 

protect Canadians’ best interest in light of market liberal advancements. This advocacy work on 

the part of the NFU highlights not only food sovereignty actors’ views about state assistance in 

Canada, but also the persistence of the state assistance framework among a broader spectrum of 

Canadian food producers.  
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Food Sovereignty Idea #2: Public Engagement in Agri-Food Policymaking  

In this section, I present document and interview evidence from the case of national food policy 

debates to show how food sovereignty actors are advancing ideas about public engagement in 

agri-food policymaking processes in Canada. I explain how food sovereignty actors advocate for 

increased representation of civil society in agri-food policymaking processes in light of existing 

power dynamics in Canadian policymaking. I explain how food sovereignty actors seek to 

increase their influence in federal agri-food policymaking by advocating for the federal 

government to take an active role in balancing the interests of civil society with competing 

interests of agri-food industry stakeholders. 

In FSC’s national food policy campaigns, FSC proposes that the federal government establish a 

national food policy council for Canada. The idea of creating such a new institution has been 

raised repeatedly with politicians and government officials through both written correspondence 

and meetings, such as the candidates meetings held during Eat Think Vote (FSC, 2015f; 

Bronson, 2015).  

The idea for a national food policy council is to establish a formal body where representatives 

from different areas of the agri-food sector – including civil society, along with farmer 

organizations and the private sector – meet with the federal government to discuss and monitor 

agri-food policy issues. Amanda Wilson, a Postdoctoral Fellow working with Food Secure 

Canada, explains that the proposal for a national food policy council draws on the model of 

established municipal councils across Canada, such as the Toronto Food Policy Council 

(personal communication, March 21, 2017). Based on these model institutions, FSC and its 

members developed a detailed proposal for an advisory council where civil society members 

would be formally consulted alongside industry and other major stakeholders (FSC, 2015f; FSC, 

n.d.-a; FSC, n.d.-b). In this way, a national food policy council would constitute “a multi-
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stakeholder council that is tasked with ensuring the implementation [of a national food policy], 

updating it, [and] providing ongoing consultations around it” (A. Wilson, personal 

communication, March 21, 2017).  

To promote the idea of public engagement via civil society representation in agri-food 

policymaking, FSC developed a proposal for a ‘National Food Policy Council of Canada Act’ 

(FSC, n.d.-b). Mirroring the visual style of official federal Canadian legislation, this document 

defines the key members, structure, functions, and procedures of the proposed food policy 

council. Specifically, the proposed food policy council would have the mandate to: “undertake 

research and gather information and analyses on critical issues of food policy; consult with 

government departments, industry, civil society, and other stakeholders on current priorities and 

events; [and] make food-policy recommendations directly to policy-makers and through the 

production of reports” (FSC, n.d.-b, p. 2). In addition to outlining the specific mandate, powers, 

and representative structure of the council, the proposal also includes specific terms by which 

members would be remunerated for the expenses incurred to participate on the council. As I will 

discuss below, FSC considers financial remuneration to be of critical importance in overcoming 

barriers to civil society’s participation in policymaking activities.  

In contrast, industry stakeholders have historically been very active in Canadian federal agri-

food policy discussions (Skogstad, 2008b). In this research, multiple sources suggest that large 

agri-businesses have a considerable position of power and influence in Canadian policymaking 

processes through a well-resourced and highly strategic lobby group.  

Former NDP Agriculture Critic, Alex Atamanenko, recalls that representatives from agri-food 

corporations would place great pressure on MPs to support various policies that were in the 

corporations’ best interest, such as free trade agreements, and oppose bills that would limit the 

introduction of new agri-food products, such as genetically modified crops (personal 
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communication, March 30, 2017). In this sense corporate lobbies represent some of the strongest 

advocates for market liberal policy decisions in Canada. Atamanenko further explained that the 

power of the corporate lobby is increased when top officials within the federal government agree 

with market liberal principles as well.  

In my opinion there is tremendous pressure by agribusiness… [and] I think… 
the governments that we’ve had in power lately… believe in that philosophy; 
they believe in free trade… And of course corporations [continue] in their 
lobbying and meetings. Just as a regular MP on a daily basis I’d have maybe 4 
or 5 requests for meetings... And I wasn’t even a minister (A. Atamanenko, 
personal communication, March 30, 2017). 

Regular requests for meetings with Members of Parliament is just one strategy employed by 

corporate lobbyists. Malcolm Allen, who succeeded Atamanenko as the Official Opposition 

Agriculture Critic for the NDP, recalled that corporations also had access to restricted 

negotiation circles where international trade agreements are drafted (M. Allen, personal 

communication, April 24, 2017).  

Canadian food sovereignty actors are wary of the significant influence of corporate agri-

businesses among various policymaking stakeholders in Canada, including politicians and other 

farmer organizations. Several interviewees from FSC expressed concern that corporate interests 

might coopt the process of developing a national food policy in Canada (A. Wilson, personal 

communication, March 21, 2017; L. Baker, personal communication, March 23, 2017; K. 

Gibson, personal communication, March 14, 2017). Likewise, former NFU Vice President 

Policy, Ann Slater, suggests that large corporations have considerable influence among 

conventional farmers, including most farmers unions in Canada outside the NFU. Slater states,  

there is tremendous power and push from the big multinational corporate 
agriculture… they have huge money and huge power. They’re able to push 
their influence in other farm organizations [outside the NFU]… It’s very 
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different who the sponsors are of [NFU] conventions to who the sponsors are 
of other agricultural organizations (personal communication, March 27, 2017). 

Such wide reaching influence among various agri-food policy stakeholders provides corporations 

with considerable power to shape the content of policies before they arrive in the Canadian 

Parliament, where MPs vote to either accept or reject the agreement as written (M. Allen, 

personal communication, April 24, 2017).  

Food sovereignty actors in Canada suggest that governments have the authority and resources to 

enable meaningful civil society participation in federal agri-food policymaking, and to equalize 

power dynamics between various agri-food stakeholders. These ideas about public participation 

align FSC with central ideas within the policy paradigm of state assistance. For example, FSC’s 

proposal for a food policy council would establish a common venue for civil society and industry 

stakeholders to meet with policymakers and advise policy decisions. In many respects, FSC’s 

food policy council proposal mirrors several other historical democratic institutions under the 

state assistance paradigm. For example, the Canadian Wheat Board was – until its restructuring 

in 2011 – a longstanding Canadian institution that incorporated farmers directly in decision-

making within a government managed agri-food sector. Canadian farmers also have considerable 

representation in current institutions responsible Canada’s supply-managed sectors.  

Existing democratic institutions, such as federal supply management boards associated with the 

state assistance paradigm in Canada, already consult with stakeholder groups including 

producers, processors, and Canadian provinces. The key difference between these existing 

institutions and FSC’s proposed food policy council would be the opening up of consultations to 

include explicit representation (and resources to support participation) of civil society groups.  

Additionally, food sovereignty actors’ ideas about increasing the federal government’s public 

engagement efforts add a unique nuance to discussions of policy paradigms for agri-food policy 
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in Canada. While the policy paradigm literature does not comment on the democratic 

mechanisms for how governments intervene in the agri-food sector, food sovereignty actors have 

strong views about how governments should engage with society. In particular, FSC proposes 

that the government should act as a facilitator in managing a democratic process and equalizing 

power relations between various civil society and agri-food industry stakeholders. Baker 

suggests that government leadership is key to successfully developing a national food policy in 

Canada precisely because of the diversity represented in the Canadian agri-food sector (personal 

communication, March 23, 2017). Baker states that when each group advocates for its own 

interests separately, no stakeholder’s national food policy proposal has been considered to be 

viable on its own. According to Baker, “none of [the food policy proposals] went anywhere, 

because there was no government leadership. None of them were seen as inclusive. None of 

them were seen to be reflective of all the stakeholders” (personal communication, March 23, 

2017). Rather, FSC considers the role of the federal government in Canada to be one of 

negotiation and regulation among disparate agri-food stakeholders.  

There is evidence that the Canadian federal government could be receptive to formalizing a role 

for civil society in federal agri-food policymaking. MPs from both the Liberal Party and the 

NDP agree that there is a “fundamental role that the not-for-profit sector and civil society play in 

both [food] policy development and program delivery” (Liberal Party in FSC, 2015g; FSC, 

2015d; FSC, 2015e). Furthermore, the current Minister of Agriculture and Agri-Food’s direct 

mandate from Prime Minister’s Office to generate a national food policy (Trudeau, 2015), 

demonstrates an openness on behalf of the government to engage with FSC and continue to work 

towards a national food policy.  

Malcolm Allen, former NDP Official Opposition Agriculture Critic, agrees that civil society has 

a key role in agri-food policymaking; however, he also highlights a major dilemma for groups 
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like FSC in finding the resources to enable full participation, even if the opportunity were 

available. Allen states, the not-for-profit sector “does [have a role in policymaking] and it can, 

with the resources that it has, try to influence policy. The dilemma is, it usually doesn’t have the 

resources that the others do…” (personal communication, April 24, 2017). Importantly for FSC, 

the proposed national food policy council would provide both a formal opportunity to access 

decision-making spaces, and the resources to support civil society organizations to participate in 

policymaking processes. Wilson notes that including financial resources for certain groups to 

participate is the major distinction between established municipal models and the proposed 

national food policy council. Wilson states, “the spirit of [a national food policy council] is 

certainly the same” as regional food policy councils; however, FSC emphasizes the need to have 

“some financial resources attached to it… [to] ensure that its members can meaningfully 

participate, and that it has the authority… to actually inform and influence [government] in 

important ways” (A. Wilson, personal communication, March 21, 2017). FSC proposes that this 

could include remuneration for travel expenses and as well as compensation for the time that 

representatives spend attending council meetings. Without such compensation, Wilson suggests 

that it is not possible for many civil society workers across the country to travel or participate in 

policymaking processes in Ottawa (personal communication, March 21, 2017).  

Despite limited resources, Baker – a member of FSC’s Steering Committee – suggests that 

FSC’s power in Canadian policymaking is strongly connected to its representation of a highly 

diverse membership. FSC’s members extend across Canadian geography and demographics, and 

their concerns have considerable public attention. According to Baker, this allows FSC to 

function as a ‘new constituency’ in Canadian policymaking, gaining credibility with the federal 

government as a direct result. In Baker’s view, the government takes the advocacy work of FSC 

seriously because its broad-based members function as 
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a public constituency that FSC represents. Constituents are people who vote. I 
think the government cares about that. I think that’s one reason. FSC has a 
network of probably tens of thousands of people who care about food. I also 
think there’s something [to how] this food [discussion] is public. It has a lot of 
public attention right now… So Food Secure Canada represents the people 
who are doing that work and pushing that forward… [and] the federal 
government really cares… (personal communication, March 23, 2017). 

By representing a broad range of Canadians in a democratic policymaking environment, food 

sovereignty actors in Canada are able to generate a degree of power and influence within federal 

agri-food policymaking processes.  

Another key challenge for food sovereignty actors in working with federal governments is 

highlighted by McKay et al., who claim that national food sovereignty policies might 

compromise the core principles of food sovereignty by shifting the focus of food sovereignty 

from empowering individuals to states (2014). This means that as Canadian food sovereignty 

actors seek to leverage government authority to equalize power dynamics between civil society 

and powerful multinational corporations, they shift the focus of their advocacy from promoting 

individual autonomy towards state autonomy to address key agri-food issues. As a result, the 

relationship between civil society and the state requires a considerable degree of trust as food 

sovereignty actors rely on governments to deliver policies that are in the best interest of civil 

society (K. Gibson, personal communication, March 14, 2017). From a food sovereignty 

perspective, a national food policy council could alleviate this tension by institutionalizing a 

mechanism for equalizing power dynamics in agri-food policymaking.   

Despite these challenges, FSC suggests that the process of public engagement is a central 

objective in promoting food sovereignty in Canada. For FSC, whose mandate includes 

facilitating both ‘bottom-up’ community-based and ‘top-down’ policy solutions to food-related 

problems, public engagement in federal policymaking serves two purposes. By engaging with 
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and representing civil society in federal agri-food policymaking, they hope to create more social 

awareness and change in individual behaviour concerning key food issues, while also seeking to 

harness this public awareness to influence the policies that govern agri-food systems in Canada. 

FSC is committed to this ideal as a long-term objective, even when the direct link between public 

engagement and policy change is not directly visible. According to Wilson – a Postdoctoral 

Fellow working with FSC – the goals of directly enabling public engagement in policymaking 

and influencing actual policy change are both independently valuable, and mutually supportive. 

Wilson states, 

engaging in public dialogue and having those conversations, that as a process 
is an objective. I think if Food Secure Canada was strictly concerned about 
advancing policy, doing all of these campaigns and public engagement 
activities doesn’t always have direct policy outcomes; but I think we, like the 
NFU… do them because there’s a fundamental belief in the importance of 
doing that… Policy change goes hand in hand with societal change… For 
meaningful long term, transformational social change, those need to be hand in 
hand (A. Wilson, personal communication, March 21, 2017).  

Several representatives from FSC indicated that adapting federal policymaking institutions and 

processes to be more inclusive of a broader range of stakeholders is the most important 

policymaking outcome for food sovereignty in Canada. According Wilson, increased 

participation in agri-food policymaking is critical since FSC’s collaborative “process… is the 

value-added that food sovereignty brings to the [national food policy] conversation” (personal 

communication, March 21, 2017). Likewise, Baker explained that even if the outcome of a 

participatory process contradicts some of the goals usually associated with food sovereignty, 

ultimately arriving at policy decisions using an inclusive and participatory process is the most 

important goal in FSC’s national food policy consultations (personal communication, March 23, 

2017). Wilson expressed similar views, suggesting that the ultimate goal of food sovereignty in 

Canada is not to promote a specific solution to food-related problems, but rather to create the 
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conditions where people can freely make choices and influence decisions about how food is 

produced and distributed in Canada. Wilson claims, 

the struggle [for food sovereignty] is not about a particular vision of what 
society could be. The struggle is the right and the space to have that 
conversation about what society could be. It’s not about food sovereignty as 
this specific vision of utopia, it’s about having the type of society and reality 
and equality of power where people are in a position where they can actually 
enact the kind of food system they want to see (personal communication, 
March 21, 2017).  

In this way, food sovereignty actors’ central vision for Canadian policymaking rests in the ideas 

of increasing representation of non-traditional civil society actors and enabling increased public 

participation within federal agri-food policymaking processes.  

Chapter Summary  

In this chapter, I explained how food sovereignty actors advance key ideas about autonomy and 

public participation in Canadian agri-food policymaking. Drawing on two case studies – debates 

over a national food policy and the Agricultural Growth Act (Bill C-18) – I have shown how 

food sovereignty actors seek to advance their ideas about farmer autonomy to influence policy 

decisions over key issues, such as supports for family farmers and restrictions on IP rights for 

international plant breeding companies; I argue that these selected ideas and issues align with the 

established policy paradigms of state assistance and multi-functionality, generating support for 

food sovereignty in federal policymaking. Additionally, I have explained how food sovereignty 

actors advocate for increased public participation in Canadian agri-food policymaking, such as 

the introduction of a national food policy council, encouraging the federal government to take an 

active role in balancing policy interests between various agri-food policy stakeholders. I suggest 

this notion builds on existing federal policies and institutions associated with the state assistance 

paradigm.   



  85 

 

Chapter 6: Conclusion 

“One result [of the People’s Food Policy Project]… was the realization… that 
food sovereignty is both a goal and a process for achieving that goal”  

(Kneen, 2012). 

Cathleen Kneen, a central leader in Food Secure Canada (FSC), observed that the process of 

adapting the food sovereignty concept from the transnational social movement context into the 

context of Canadian agri-food policymaking generated an understanding of food sovereignty as 

both “a goal and a process for achieving that goal” (Kneen, 2012). In other words, food 

sovereignty in Canada involves both 1) ideas about key agri-food policymaking goals, and 2) 

ideas about how to engage with agri-food policymaking in order to realize those goals. The 

findings of this research support Kneen’s observation, as I have identified and explained food 

sovereignty actors’ key ideas and goals for Canadian agri-food policymaking as well as their 

targeted policymaking engagement strategies.  

Engagement Strategies in Agri-Food Policymaking 

I have provided a detailed analysis of food sovereignty actors’ strategies of policy engagement in 

federal agri-food policymaking processes. In both case studies – debates over a national food 

policy for Canada and the Agricultural Growth Act (Bill C-18) – food sovereignty actors 

engaged in wide reaching campaign projects to facilitate public dialogue and public engagement 

with key agri-food policymaking processes. In the case of national food policy debates, FSC’s 

advocacy work intentionally coincided with the federal elections of 2011 and 2015 to insert food 

sovereignty ideas into policy debates during the elections. This enabled FSC to act as a broad 

public constituency during these elections, and FSC coordinated dozens of non-partisan 

candidate meetings. This case shows that FSC is actively engaging with federal agri-food 

policymakers at pivotal moments in the federal policymaking process. One interesting 

development is that following the 2015 campaign the federal government issued a mandate to 
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develop Canada’s first National Food Policy. Although beyond the scope of this study, current 

events suggest that FSC continues to be actively engaged in the ongoing National Food Policy 

consultations led by the Canadian Minister of Agriculture.  

The National Farmers Union (NFU) also generated a national campaign to oppose changes to 

intellectual property rights among other legislative amendments within the Agricultural Growth 

Act. Like FSC’s campaigns, the NFU’s activities also sought to mobilize Canadians – including 

both farmers and civil society – to engage directly with their respective Members of Parliament 

(MPs). The NFU did this primarily by providing easy to understand explanations of the bill and 

its implications for Canadian farmers. The NFU also provided resources, such as petitions that 

people could sign or distribute and post-cards that individuals could send to MPs to express 

opposition to the bill. In this case, the NFU was successful in influencing a key amendment to 

Bill C-18, extending “farmers’ privilege” to include the right to stock seed – an important aspect 

of saving and reusing farm-saved-seed.   

Importantly for both cases, food sovereignty actors also engaged with policymaking by 

developing strategic alliances with powerful agri-food policymaking stakeholders, including 

Members of Parliament and industry leaders. The selective alliances have been developed 

through multiple meetings and consultation activities over a long period of time. As a result of 

these alliances, both the NFU and FSC were invited by MPs to provide expert witness testimony 

to parliamentary standing committees for the House of Commons and the Senate during debate 

about the Agricultural Growth Act. These invitations to engage in the formal institutions of 

Canadian agri-food policymaking indicate that food sovereignty actors are recognized by elected 

officials as legitimate stakeholders and participants in the policymaking process.  
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Food Sovereignty Ideas in Agri-Food Policymaking 

In this research I showed that food sovereignty actors focus their policy engagement on 

advancing key food sovereignty ideas about autonomy of Canadian farmers as well as expanding 

public participation in Canadian agri-food policymaking. With respect to autonomy, food 

sovereignty actors advance their ideas by targeting key policy issues, and these are associated 

with established policy paradigms of state assistance and multi-functionality. By advocating for 

policy changes to address rising farm debts, overcome barriers-to-entry for new farmers, increase 

local food production and distribution patterns, and limit intellectual property rights for large 

seed companies operating in Canada, food sovereignty actors’ advocacy corresponds with the 

pre-existing policy positions of influential policy actors such as political parties. As a result of 

such selective advocacy and issue alignment, food sovereignty actors can more easily form 

alliances with federal policymakers who look favourably on government intervention and 

management of the agri-food sector. This creates opportunities for food sovereignty actors to 

advance ideas in the policymaking debates about government support for policies that favour 

autonomy of small-scale producers in Canada.   

Food sovereignty actors also advance ideas about opening up public participation in agri-food 

policymaking. In particular, FSC has proposed a new institution, a national food policy council, 

which would serve as a representative advisory body on national agri-food policy issues. The 

proposal for a food policy council bares similarities to other representative institutions in 

Canadian agri-food policymaking, characteristic of the state assistance paradigm. The key 

difference between FSC’s proposed food policy council and previous institutional arrangements 

would be the presence of representatives from civil society. Since civil society has typically not 

been included in formal agri-food policymaking institutions in Canada, this proposed institution 

seeks to reset the terms of food sovereignty actors’ access to federal policymaking processes. 

Food sovereignty actors’ ideas about public engagement and participation in agri-food 
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policymaking also bring the issue of power asymmetries among established policymaking 

stakeholders, including farmers groups, agri-food industry stakeholders, and federal 

policymakers, to the forefront of policy debates. Food sovereignty actors advocate for the federal 

government to take an active role in balancing power between these disparate policy actors. In 

this way, they are introducing core ideas from the transnational food sovereignty movement – 

about decentralizing power over food and agriculture – into Canadian federal policymaking 

institutions.  

Contributions, Limitations, and Next Steps 

This research contributes novel insights to both the social movement literature on food 

sovereignty actors in Canada, and the public policy literature on the role of ideas in agri-food 

policymaking in Canada. With respect to the public policy literature, I have demonstrated that 

national food sovereignty actors, such as Food Secure Canada, are new participants in federal 

policymaking processes. This is an important development with respect to existing accounts in 

the literature about who seeks to influence and create agri-food policy in Canada. Furthermore, I 

show that food sovereignty actors’ ideas align in multiple respects with the existing policy 

paradigms of state assistance and multi-functionality, and that this alignment enables food 

sovereignty actors to generate support for food sovereignty ideas among sympathetic federal 

policymakers and other potential allies. That food sovereignty actors are selectively aligning 

with issues is a significant finding for the literature on food sovereignty. This is because while 

food sovereignty is generally defined in the literature in terms of its grassroots origins as a social 

movement concept, this research illustrates how food sovereignty actors are selective when it 

comes to which food sovereignty ideas they advance in the context of agri-food policymaking in 

Canada; I suggest that food sovereignty actors have focused their advocacy on food sovereignty 

ideas that overlap with the established frameworks of state assistance and multi-functionality, 

which are highly influential in the Canadian context. Furthermore, this helps to illustrate how 
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food sovereignty actors adapt their ideas and goals in the context of agri-food policymaking in an 

industrialized country with a highly productive agriculture sector and well-established 

democratic institutions.  

These findings are visible in both case studies – debates over a national food policy and the 

Agricultural Growth Act (Bill C-18). The similar findings across these two cases suggest that the 

policymaking ideas and engagement strategies identified in this research might be generalizable 

to additional cases of food sovereignty actors’ engagement in federal policymaking processes. 

For example, both cases revealed similar insights into the federal policy engagement strategies of 

national food sovereignty actors when it came to generating public debate and building alliances 

with Members of Parliament. Furthermore, both cases revealed insights into how food 

sovereignty proponents advance ideas about farmer autonomy in Canada by targeting key policy 

issues, such as high debt loads of Canadian farmers, barriers-to-entry for new farmers, and 

intellectual property rights of large seed-breeding corporations operating in Canada. While 

national food policy debates provided more detailed data regarding food sovereignty actors ideas 

on promoting public participation – especially of civil society – in policymaking processes, the 

efforts to mobilize the public in the NFU’s Save Our Seed campaign suggests that ideas about 

widening public engagement are also relevant in the case of the Agricultural Growth Act.  

However, confidence in the generalizability of this research is no doubt limited by the selection 

of only two case studies. While two cases is a reasonable scope for a Masters research project 

and sufficient to address my research questions, many other possible cases could reveal 

additional insights regarding the role of food sovereignty actors and ideas in Canadian federal 

agri-food policymaking. As a result, this exploratory research opens up multiple avenues for 

future research. For example, future studies of food sovereignty actors’ advocacy in other areas 

of policymaking, such as the class action lawsuit against the Canadian government regarding the 
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restructuring of the Canadian Wheat Board, would be a worthwhile additional case study. 

Furthermore, additional research on comparing the role of food sovereignty actors in Quebec, 

with those of food sovereignty actors engaged at the national level would shed further light on 

the relationships between agri-food policymakers and policymaking processes. 

This research is also limited by the information that was publically available as well as 

interviewees’ willingness to participate in my study. I interviewed seven people representing 

FSC, the NFU, and the federal New Democratic Party. However, I could improve the rigor of 

this research by conducting more interviews and with a broader range of agri-food policy actors, 

such as representatives from agri-food industry, agri-food policy think tanks, parliamentary staff, 

and MPs from other federal political parties. Information obtained from interviews with these 

stakeholders would enable a more detailed explanation of food sovereignty actors’ engagement 

in Canadian federal agri-food policymaking.  

Furthermore, this research investigates two of the three key groups of food sovereignty actors 

identified in the food sovereignty literature. I focused my investigation on FSC as a key 

consumer group, and the NFU as a key farmers group representing national food sovereignty 

actors. Missing from this research is an investigation of First Nations groups, and how they are 

engaging with national agri-food policymaking processes. Recent events, such as FSC’s 2016 

National Assembly, suggest that Indigenous food sovereignty is a significant component of 

FSC’s ongoing policy work. However, interviews from this research suggest that First Nations 

food sovereignty actors in Canada are still in the process of discerning if and how they wish to 

engage directly with federal agri-food policymaking. Future research is therefore needed to 

understand the nuances of Indigenous food sovereignty in the Canadian context and how First 

Nations, Inuit, and Métis food sovereignty actors might engage with federal policymaking 

processes in the future. 
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Finally, this research identifies only two key ideas that food sovereignty actors are seeking to 

advance in federal agri-food policymaking spaces – autonomy for farmers, and public 

participation in policymaking processes. These are not the only ideas that food sovereignty 

actors advocate, and additional research is necessary in order to identify and explain all the key 

ideas that emerge as food sovereignty actors continue to engage in policymaking process. In 

particular, this research identified the human right to food as a key idea in food sovereignty 

actors’ policy engagement, requiring further evidence and detailed investigation.  

In conclusion, this exploratory research has shown that food sovereignty actors in Canada are 

engaging in federal agri-food policymaking and that food sovereignty actors are advancing 

certain food sovereignty ideas within federal agri-food policy debates. As Canadian food 

sovereignty actors continue this engagement through ongoing policy developments, including 

current national food policy consultations, future research is needed to measure and evaluate the 

actual influence of food sovereignty ideas in national agri-food policymaking in Canada.   
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